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ABSTRACT

Strategies Anti-Racist Supervisors Use to Disrupt Racism in Social Work Practice
by
Sarah Ross Bussey
Advisor: Dr. Vicki Lens
Addressing racism and bias within social work practice is crucial, given the social justice
mandate of the profession and the profession’s history of complicity in oppressive policies. In a
time of increased social division, overt bigotry, and pervasive structural violence, social workers
have an opportunity to lead the helping professions in meaningful social transformation. Social
work supervisors play a central role in developing and guiding ethical social work practice. Yet,
little empirically driven scholarship exists providing supervisors with strategies for disrupting
racism and bias in the practice of their supervisees. This exploratory qualitative study employs a
grounded theory approach to unearthing such strategies. Fifteen participants with social work
supervisory experience, who identified as anti-racist, offered insights into in vivo approaches to
disrupting racism in social work practice. The findings from this study help inform preparatory
work needed for supervisors hoping to engage in anti-racist practice, offer approaches to
engaging in anti-racist supervision, highlight how to identify bias and prejudice within
supervisees, and shed light on strategies for addressing such biases. In addition, the impact of
organizational context on this work is contemplated. Implications for social work supervision,
practice, and education, as well as future research, are considered.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction, Theoretical Framework, and Problem Formulation
Social work is a helping profession with social justice as an expressed core value; it has a
long history of social activism (Abramovitz, 1998; Harrison et al., 2016; Kaul, 2016; National
Association of Social Workers, 1996, 2007; Social Work Policy Institute, 2014). Although there
exists disagreement as to a shared definition for social justice (Asakura & Maurer, 2018;
Rountree & Pomeroy, 2010), for the purposes of this discussion social justice refers to
“addressing structural disparities in the human condition that create disproportional acquisition
of economic, social, or political power, the effect of which leaves people exploited,
marginalized, and denied dignity and respect by dominant culture” (Essed, 2013, p. 1395).
Specific to addressing racism,1 the National Association of Social Workers (2015) set forth
standards of culturally competent practice that expect practitioners to engage in practice with
cultural humility; actively challenge institutional racism and oppression; remain vigilant not to
collude in racism; and, commit to lifelong learning and education in this arena (Walter et al.,
2017). These practice standards position social workers to engage in race-conscious practice and
to interrupt the reproduction of white2 supremacist ideology (Howard, 2018; Kaul, 2016; Otuyelu
et al., 2016; S. Singh, 2014; Tolliver et al., 2016; Varghese, 2013).

Recognizing that race is a social construct and has no biological bearing, race is still salient in
US society and “remains a powerful social marker” (Carten et al., 2016; Warren, 2010, p. 209).
Racialization is an act of structural violence that maintains a racial hierarchy based on
phenotypic differences positioning white people as superior to people of color. The pervasive,
tangible consequences of this racialization warrants interrogation. See Jonsson (2016) for a
discussion of working both with and against race in scholarship.
2 The discourse on the capitalization of racial terms is constantly evolving. To disrupt the
elevation of whiteness and perpetuation of anti-Black racism, the term ‘white” will be lower case
and “Black” capitalized throughout (see DiAngelo, 2021, pp. xvii–xix for additional context).
1

1

Despite explicit anti-racism standards expected to guide social work practice, social
workers in the US are socialized within a racially-oppressive, settler colonial society (Bonds &
Inwood, 2016; Roger, 1998). Settler colonialism is conceptualized as “a structure, not an
event…characterized by the simultaneous erasure of Indigenous peoples, and the
dehumanization of other peoples, captured and enslaved for labor…[with] undergirded
ideologies of White supremacy…and heteropatriarchy” (Tuck & Guishard, 2013, pp. 11–12).
This socialization is a product of exposure to false dominant, socially-constructed narratives that
invisibly contour individuals’ frameworks under the guise of universal truths (e.g. the myth of
meritocracy) (Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 11). It informs and shapes their worldview and practice.
Further, social work historically and currently functions as an extension of the state, governing
individuals as a “regulator of gendered and racialized systems of morality and social control”
(Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 59). The professionalization of social work (concentrating power and
control over certain activities that comprise its practice) creates an inherent contradiction with
social justice (Chambon et al., 1999). Epstein (1999, p. 8) writes “the human or social sciences
are the backbone of the technologies that have emerged as instruments by which the state can
govern with minimal coercion—or when coercion is employed…human science offers ways to
support, ameliorate, disguise, and justify the state’s carceral machinery.”
While individuals have the capacity to critically contest and challenge dynamics of
racism and oppression (S. Singh, 2014), even those working against racism risk perpetuating
unconscious biases due to racial blind spots (Walter et al., 2017). When social workers
perpetuate cultural values rooted in white supremacy, failing to identify and eradicate how
structural racism is enacted in their lives and practices, they enhance the “foot of oppression”
(National Association of Social Workers, 2007; Social Work Policy Institute, 2014, p. 17; Strier
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& Binyamin, 2014). For example, one study revealed that mental health clinicians with high
levels of colorblind attitudes demonstrated reduced empathy for African American service users
(Burkard & Knox, 2004). Another review of psychology studies indicated that colorblindness
negatively impacted clinician encounters with service users of color by decreasing their
sensitivity to racism and discrimination (Plaut, Thomas, Hurd & Romano, 2018). In both
examples, service users of color were more likely to receive lower quality care, resulting in
disparate outcomes from their white counterparts, due to a framework rooted in white
supremacist ideology. Thus, when not overtly engaging in actions that dismantle the social
systems upholding racial oppression, social workers serve to reinforce them (Jemal & Bussey,
2018; Social Work Policy Institute, 2017).
Addressing racism in social work practice is highly problematic for social work
supervisors. Supervisors are imbued with the responsibility of supporting and guiding
supervisees towards effective and engaged social work practice that aligns with and promotes
social work values and ethics. Given the profession’s ethical emphasis on social justice, social
work supervisors must offer support and guidance to supervisees aligned with this commitment.
It is unclear if and from where supervisors get guidance to do this (H. Goodman, personal
communication, March 4, 2019). The practitioner/supervisor dyad, similar to the therapeutic
relationship, is a microcosm of society as a whole “wherein…interpersonal behavior and
conditioned patterns of perceiving and feeling are manifested” (T. C. Davis, 2017; Hepworth,
Rooney, Dewberry Rooney, Strom-Gottfried & Larsen, 2009, p. 552; K. U. Williams, 2008).
Consequently, forces of racial oppression and race-based power differentials within US society
play out within interactions between the supervisor and the practitioner (Kaur Badwall, 2013;
Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Nadan et al., 2016; Roger, 1998). Race-neutral approaches to supervision
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may fail to appreciate the role that race in the US plays as a signifier of accumulated unearned
advantage and disadvantage (C. W. Mills, 2017). In order to achieve anti-racism methods,
supervisors must seek to do so, because they are as likely as their supervisees to emulate the
culture of whiteness (Hair, 2015). Few examined methods, guidance, trainings, and tools exist to
support supervisors in addressing racism with their supervisees. This impedes clinician
development and silences a political aspect of practice (Kaul, 2016; Nadan et al., 2016; S. Singh,
2014; Varghese, 2013; K. U. Williams, 2008). Further, it represents a lost opportunity for
moving the profession away from oppressive practice. This study examines strategies that
supervisors, who identify as anti-racist, employ to address the culture of whiteness in social
work. The narratives of the supervisors become a site of inquiry about the ways in which
language forms and reflects the “material conditions that shape social reality” (Kaur Badwall,
2013, p. 39). Critical Race Theory, intersectionality, the construction of whiteness, and the
notion of identity formation through performativity inform the study’s conceptualization of
identity and racial expression.
Theoretical Concepts
The study utilizes a transformative theoretical framework (Creswell, 2014) and a critical
race lens to emphasize that which is actionable in addressing the social harms of white
supremacy in social work while keeping race as central to the query. Developed by Donna
Mertens (Cram & Mertens, 2015; 2007, 2012), the transformative framework challenges
practitioners to hold social justice as the guiding ethical principle in research and practice. The
transformative framework grew out of emancipatory methods in response to a plentitude of
research about marginalized groups that failed to address the change of the systems creating
marginalization. Mertens highlights the importance of community involvement and voice for
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societal transformation to occur, as well as the obligation of practitioners to play a role in
change-making via social and political action. The transformative framework becomes a useful
anchor, because it centralizes the query around that which is actionable. Further, this approach
facilitates challenging the neo-liberal concept of colorblindness (Finch, 2016).
Colorblindness, one channel through which white Supremacy persists, obscures the
legacy of white supremacy and discredits structural racism by ignoring how systemic factors and
social influences impact the individual (Aymer, 2016; Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Pratt-Harris et al.,
2016; Stevenson, 2017). Colorblindness dismisses the role of race in impacting social location,
access, or outcome (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). Instead, the experience of the individual is understood
solely as it relates to personal strengths or deficits (Billings, 2016a; Blee & Yates, 2015; EddoLodge, 2017; Finch, 2016; Gill, 2016; Leonardo, 2004; Mukherjee, 2014; Noble & Irwin, 2009).
This, in turn, renders irrelevant discourses around racial equity (i.e., oppression/privilege) and
promotes the notion of the US as post-racial (Billings, 2016; Jemal, 2016).
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) developed out of critical legal studies and radical feminism
in the 1970s in an effort to reposition issues of race and inequity as central to legal analyses.
Theorists of CRT have criticized civil rights legislation for being non-transformative, or minute
reforms that sufficiently muffle community uprising while avoiding real social change (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2012). Some of the shared tenets within CRT scholarship across disciplines inform
this research. First, the racial categories necessary for the existence of racism are known to be
void of genetic or biological origins and are understood as social and political constructs (Baffoe
et al., 2014; Billings, 2016b). Changes in historic definitions of different ethnic groups reveal
the social construction of race and how racialization historically and contemporarily serves the
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needs of a white majority (Ferguson, 2014; Jee-Lyn García & Sharif, 2015; Jones Brainard,
2009). Second, the construction of whiteness is viewed as a commodity with exclusive rights
(Hiraldo, 2010). This helps explain how these needs or issues are addressed only when the
interests of marginalized groups overlap with the interests of whites (Bell, 1980). Third, people
of color are experts in the experience of racism; thus, counternarratives from ‘minoritized’
communities can serve to resist and problematize dominant, master narratives (Jones Brainard,
2009; Nash, 2013). Standpoint theorists similarly argue for grounding research in the lives of
those most impacted, “fully saturated with history and social life rather than abstracted from it”
(Harding, 1993, p. 57). Finally, as a system that benefits whites at the expense of all other
racialized groups, beneficiaries are incentivized to maintain the status quo (Came et al., 2017;
Perry & Shotwell, 2009).
Education scholarship leveraging the CRT framework (Hiraldo, 2010; Matias et al., 2014;
K. A. Mills & Unsworth, 2018; Nash, 2013) provides potential scaffolding for critically
examining social work practice and education. Using a critical race lens, inquiry can examine
and challenge the race-neutral stance and Eurocentric script that serves as the bedrock of social
work curricula, as well as defines the assessment and evaluation of social ills, mental health
pathologies, and “appropriate” strategies for intervention. By overtly considering race, racial
construction, racial oppression, and a racialized history in the analysis of social work practice,
complicity in white supremacy becomes more visible and has a greater potential to be
challenged.
Racism. A first step toward understanding anti-racism is breaking down the various
manifestations of racism in the US. A national racial justice organization, Race Forward,
articulates “four levels of racism” in the US: internalized racism (personally held beliefs based
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on race including internalized oppression and privilege); interpersonal racism (expressions or
actions between individuals that stem from the internalized beliefs such as bias, violence, or hate
speech): institutional racism (systemic racial bias within societal institutions, such as race-based
residential segregation); and, structural racism (racial inequity across systems, such as
accumulated wealth disparities) (Moving the Race Conversation Forward Part 1: How the Media
Covers Racism, and Other Barriers to Productive Racial Discourse, 2014, p. 3). Similarly, a
training framework for addressing racial justice that was produced by Basic Rights Oregon in
collaboration with the Western States Center offers a multi-level definition of racism: personal
racism (encompassing bigoted actions, representations, and beliefs); cultural racism (capturing
the “norms, values and standards assumed by the dominant culture which perpetuate racism . . .
overtly and covertly attribut[ing] value and normality to white people and whiteness, ultimately
devalue[ing], stereotype[ing] and label[ing] people of color as “other,” different, less-than or
render them invisible”); white privilege (the unearned advantages and “immunities”
systematically bestowed on people who present as white, which is explicated further in the next
section of this paper); internalized dominance (the socialization into dominance by individuals
with privileged identities, creating an experience of innate superiority); institutional racism
(“discriminatory treatment, unfair policies and inequitable opportunities and impacts that are
based on race and that are produced and perpetuated by institutions”); and structural racism
(“the normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics that routinely advantage white
people while producing cumulative and chronic adverse outcomes for people of color,” which
intersects with violence and historic deprivation, operating within all institutions, across
generations, and within all aspects of US society) (Basic Rights Education Fund, 2014, pp. 50–
52).
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Intersectionality. As pervasive as race is as an organizing category in the US, it is but
one aspect of many that comprise identity. The theory of intersectionality offers an analytical
framework useful for considering and capturing the kaleidoscopic nature of identity. This serves
to counter the tendency toward reductionism when aiming to deconstruct dynamics of
accumulated advantage and oppression. Also referred to as interlocking oppressions,
intersectionality can be traced to 19th century Black feminist and abolitionist work (Carastathis,
2014; Chapman & Withers, 2019), but is most commonly attributed to the Black feminist
scholarship of the 1970s and 1980s (Carastathis, 2014; Hill Collins, 2000; Hill Collins & Bilge,
2016). Analyses of interlocking oppressions highlight how “oppressions are interconnected and
can neither be achieved nor understood discretely. . . .[They] attend to the fact that membership
between groups is not discrete . . . [and] recognize that particular oppressions impact different
groups in different ways” (Chapman & Withers, 2019, p. 8). These interlocking systems “help
secure one another” (Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 42).
In 1989, Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality as a metaphor and critique of the
practice of essentialism (such as the consideration of race in CRT)—or isolating singular
oppressive systems (e.g., racism) and obscuring or ignoring others (e.g., patriarchy), which fails
to address the needs of individuals impacted by “overlapping systems of subordination”
(Carastathis, 2014, p. 305). Two years later, Crenshaw offered a more advanced, threefold
definition of intersectionality including: structural (differences in the experiences of poverty and
violence by women of color based on social location); political (the legal marginalization of
issues facing women of color by traditional white feminist politics—reproducing racism—and
male-led antiracist politics—reproducing patriarchy); and, representational (how narrative
representations and tropes marginalize and objectify women of color) (Crenshaw, 1991).
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Scholars (Carastathis, 2014, pp. 307–309; Crenshaw, 1991; Hill Collins, 2000; Hill
Collins & Bilge, 2016; mehrotra, 2010) posit four benefits to using intersectionality as a
theoretical framework in research: simultaneity (the simultaneous experience of multiple
oppressions/advantages and the structural “interwovenness of systems of oppression”);
complexity (of identity whether considered intercategorically—across groups,
intracategorically—within groups, or anticatigorically—lacking fixed categories outside of
“social fictions”); irreducibility (how “oppression is produced through the interaction of
multiple, decentered, and co-constitutive axes,” and one axis is not privileged); and, inclusivity
(rather than reproducing normative and hegemonic tropes regarding identity, such as
heteronormativity or whiteness).
Contemporary usage of intersectionality often fails to appreciate its historic grounding
and original conceptualization and, thus, runs the risk of making invisible the very nuances of
identity that its originators were explicitly arguing against. Critiques of intersectionality
challenge its reliance on salient identity categories (constructed by whom, and considering which
categories) and to which socio-eco-systemic levels the theory applies (i.e., micro, meso, macro,
or across all). Some scholars suggest that the difference between interlocking systems and
intersectionality is that the former refers to the structural interconnectedness of systems of
oppression (macro-level) while the latter describes the specific crossings of oppressive systems
and the resulting experience therein (micro- and meso-level) (Carastathis, 2014). Almeida
(2019, p. 9) challenges this differentiation, purporting:
[I]ntersectionality requires the analysis of systemic power, privilege, oppression,
and social location/positionality . . . [to understand] multiple identities. . . . It is
constantly occupied with how the paradigm of dominance and subjugation is
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being created and maintained through knowledge building, acquisition, and
distribution.
Specific to social work scholarship, mehrotra (2010, pp. 422–423) maps out
intersectional theories on an “epistemological continuum,” which makes more explicit the
function and potential limitations of different intersectional approaches. She acknowledges the
value of intercategorical and intracategorical intersectionality for social work: intercategorical,
for making explicit inequity between, but being reliant on, fixed identity groups toward the goal
of social justice efforts; and intracategorical for challenging “the nature of essentialized,
homogeneous social categorizations of gender, race, [and] class . . . and simultaneously see[ing]
the need for strategic essentializing of identities and communities to work toward particular
political goals.” mehrotra suggests, however, that social work scholarship explore the role of
anticategorical intersectionality. Anticategorical intersectionality better accounts for the
“complexities” of identity, as “discursive constructions” shaped across contexts and over time. It
“articulates the social and historical construction of all social identities while continuing to
engage with the material consequences of inequality” (mehrotra, 2010, pp. 426–427).
Intersectional aspects of identity assuredly come into play when considering experiences of
racism and/or the enactment of racial bias, informing the findings of this research. In addition,
intersectionality raises the question of visible and invisible identity markers, which further
complicate and challenge identity reductionism. The conceptual approach of this study aligns
with anticategorical intersectionality, inviting the participants to self-identify and define their
social identities and not requiring specific social identities for study inclusion. At the same time,
there is some intercategorical and intracategorical consideration in the data analysis and findings.
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Whiteness. Predominantly rooted in a critical race theory scholarship, studies of
whiteness offer a foundational analysis of race and power in the US, also informing this study
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; K. A. Mills & Unsworth, 2018; Moore, 2014). This work reveals
how a socially constructed ‘culture of whiteness’ continues to dominate as the ‘universal
experience.’ This is evident in politics, culture (such as through beauty norms and definitions of
goodness), and economics in the US, with racialized groups considered as the ‘other’ (Daniels,
1997; Fine, 1994; Low, 2009, p. 81). Whiteness is an expression of white supremacy,
capitalism, patriarchy, and anti-Blackness (Carten et al., 2016; Goldberg, 2009; Kaur Badwall,
2013; Luse & Eddings, n.d.; N. P. Singh, 2005; Wilderson, 2003; A. K. Williams et al., 2016). It
is embodied through conferred dominance, “productive” citizenship, claims of innocence,
goodness and charity, and the objectification of clienthood. Further, it is premised on the
subjugation of racialized people through management and othering (Baldwin, 1993; Fine, 1994;
Goldberg, 2009; Jeffery, 2005; Kaul, 2016; Kaur Badwall, 2013; Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Roger,
1998; N. P. Singh, 2005; A. K. Williams et al., 2016). The invisibility of whiteness coupled with
unearned social advantage serves to uphold white dominance (Boatright-Horowitz, Marraccini,
& Harps-Logan, 2012; Feagin & O’Brien, 2003; Jeyasingham, 2012; Matias, Viesca, GarrisonWade, Tandon, & Galindo, 2014; Stewart, Latu, Branscombe, Phillips, & Denney, 2012; Vice,
2011) .
While discussions of white supremacy are somewhat recent developments in mainstream
social science discourse they have been central in Black scholarship for over two centuries
(Andrews, 2016; Morris, 2015). In “The Souls of White Folk,” W.E.B. Du Bois outlined the
pervasiveness of white supremacy and white racism from the micro to macro levels of society. It
is reflected in both a global, materialist system of racialized domination and in the interpersonal
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formulations of people of color as inherently inferior (Du Bois, 1999; Mills, 2014; Rabaka,
2007). White supremacy is a system of domination, separate though intertwined with capitalism
(C. W. Mills, 2014). “The normative script of white supremacy is an exertion of whiteness that
refuses to acknowledge how whiteness is historically, economically, and legally produced”
(Matias et al., 2014, p. 291).
The myth of white superiority is sustained through the “suppression of historical facts,”
ignoring the legacy of dehumanization of people of color, particularly Black folks (C. W. Mills,
2017, p. 62; Stokke, 2005). This presents as a “convenient amnesia about the past and its legacy
in the present” and the need to dismantle the system of white privilege to “achieve racial
justice…These analytically distinguishable cognitive components are in reality all interlocked
with and reciprocally determining one another, jointly contributing to the blindness of the white
eye” (C. W. Mills, 2017, pp. 70–71). Moreton-Robinson (2015) effectively critiques whiteness
studies for failing to connect the existence of white supremacy with the initial forced possession
of indigenous lands during the early colonialization of North America. The seizure of land and
the genocide of indigenous peoples often gets omitted from the Black/white binary analysis.
Bringing in this historical piece makes evident the relationship between whiteness, extortion,
possession, and supremacy. Moreover, it illustrates the discursive nature of whiteness—how it is
derived from power and through knowledge creation (Moreton-Robinson, 2015).
As theorist Zeus Leonardo (2004) sets forth, it would be a mistake to focus solely on
white privilege, as it allows individuals to ignore the structural, ubiquitous conditions of white
supremacy. Similarly, Heron (2005, p. 344) critiques how examinations of white privilege are
“embraced,” but the corresponding “conferred dominance” is ignored. By failing to address
these larger structural features, white supremacy and white privilege persist. Naiveté around
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white supremacist history in the US and how it plays out in current day falls into what
Vimalassery, Pegues, and Goldstein (2016) and Mills (2017) describe as intentional ignoring, or
intentional “white ignorance.” This ignorance undermines accountability for the violence toward
and oppression of people of color. Further, it “negate[s] the need for measures to repair the
inequities of the past,” as individuals collectively ignore history and view it instead through a
sanitized, mythic lens. White ignorance includes “both straightforward racist motivation and
more impersonal social-structural causation, which may be operative even if the cognizer in
question is not racist” and can be internalized by both individuals holding race-based privilege
and individuals of color (C. W. Mills, 2017a, p. 57).
Decades earlier, James Baldwin offered a similar conceptualization of willful blindness
(G. M. Shulman, 2008), calling it (violent) “innocence.” Willful innocence is only possible
through the disavowal of history. Further, it functions to produce and maintain whiteness.
“People who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who
insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself into a
monster” (Baldwin, 1998, p. 129). The intentionality of this innocence is echoed in Mueller’s
(2017) findings. When examining white college students’ narratives submitted for a project
excavating connections to slavery in their family heritage, Mueller found that the majority of
narratives actively reproduced colorblindness tropes to obscure race-based advantage or
exploitation. Indeed, omission can be “an act of resistance” (Lavelle, 2015, p. 70). The myth of
racial superiority, reinforced by (un)intentional ignoring, manifests within many helping
professions, such as social work, in the form of paternalism over and exploitation of people and
communities of color (Chapman & Withers, 2019).

13

In his seminal work, The Fire Next Time (1993), Baldwin highlights how racial equity in
the US requires a loss and reformation of whiteness, an identity which is premised on the
constructed subservience and lack of humanity of Blacks (Baldwin, 1993a, 1998; BoatrightHorowitz et al., 2012). Alcoff (2015) asserts that, despite the interwoven nature of the
construction of whiteness and systems of racial dominance, a reasonable end goal is not the
extinction of the socially constructed category. Alcoff (2015, p187, 73, 23) describes whiteness
as “an organically produced identity-formation” that evolved out of “historical processes” and
contexts, and is lived, with “real, measurable, material, and psychological effects.” This is
evidenced by the gradual inclusion of European ethnic groups (e.g., people immigrating from
Eastern Europe, Ireland, Italy) into whiteness once they adapted “American” middle-class values
and cultural traits (Low, 2009; Morris, 2015). For Alcoff (2015), it is not useful to essentialize
whiteness as a permanent, natural category inextricably linked with racism. Instead anti-racism
efforts should promote reform of how the culture of whiteness functions through the exclusion
and exploitation of non-group members, de-centering whiteness within the discourse (Alcoff,
2015; Kendi, 2016; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013).
Furthermore, Hughey and Byrd (2013) speak to the shifting nature of racial identity and
the complications of intersectionality, highlighting the importance of seeing whiteness as both
homo- and heterogeneous. Whiteness is positioned against the “other,” creating a clear boundary
(Fine, 1994), while at the same time individuals within this boundary experience intra-white
differences based on other aspects of identity, such as socioeconomic class, gender identity, sex,
sexual orientation, immigration status, and education level (Hughey & Byrd, 2013). “Whiteness
emerges as an identity that is simultaneously multifaceted and a privileged group that reproduces
a hierarchical and racist social structure” (Hughey & Byrd, 2013, p.977). Indeed, “identities are
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thus points of temporary attachment to the subject positions which discursive practices conduct
for us” (Hall, 1996 in Hughey & Byrd, 2013, p. 978). Thus, whiteness:
is not only about race, but is a historical and cultural construct actively produced
and reproduced to further and/or improve an individual or social group’s position
with . . . power dynamics . . . [or] systematic advantage of one group over
another, where whiteness becomes the location of advantage in societies
structured by racial dominance (Low, 2009, p. 81).
The performativity of whiteness. The concept of performativity was developed by Judith
Butler, a post-structural feminist examining categories of gender and sexuality, and influenced
by Foucault (J. Butler, 1999; Jackson, 2004; Laine et al., 2016). It builds on the Foucauldian
premise that reality is made and not found—it is created through interactions and stories told.
Foucault was working from Nietzsche’s proposition that “our body is but a social structure and
our self is but the contingent and changing product of a shifting deployment of cultural and
corporeal forces” (Irving, 1999, p. 33). Performativity is a way of understanding subjectivity and
identity development, wherein identity is formed through repeated actions within socio-historical
discourses, or the prevailing systems of knowledge at a “particular historical time” (Irving, 1999,
p. 36; Laine et al., 2016). As a dialectic, these actions re-affirm dominant and subjugated
knowledge (Kaur Badwall, 2013; Laine et al., 2016; Maurer, 2016). “Dominant discourses
articulate, conceptualize, give form to, and express social relations of power that confer status
and assume authority” (Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 40). Dominant discourses are preserved via
forms of repressive violence that uphold the preferred ideology of the time (Bunch, 2013).
Identity is formed by and also influences discourse, discursive actions, strategies, and
performances. Identity formation is a site of ongoing change: it is not static (Hunter et al., 2010),
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and this speaks to the Foucauldian premise of identity as a social construct that transforms over
time and across contexts in dialectic with dominant discourse. The political agency of the
subject to impact their social situation gives credence to resistance and efforts to transform
oppressive structures (Bourcier, 2012; Bunch, 2013).
When considering whiteness, performativity refers to the means by which racial identity
is defined, negotiated, and sanctioned in everyday interactions (Jeyasingham, 2012). This
framing moves away from reifying whiteness as an essential and immutable category of social
identity. Instead, it scrutinizes expressions of the culture of whiteness as a “sociocultural
standpoint” (Alcoff, 2015; Baffoe et al., 2014; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013, p. 101). Trans theory
critiques of (the abstraction of) performativity point out, however, that even though markers of
social identity (e.g., gender, race) may be constructs, there are real and embodied material
consequences to the discursive performances (Benavente & Gill-Peterson, 2019; Bourcier, 2012;
Bunch, 2013). Performativity fails to account for personhood and the impact of cultural context.
“[It] presume[s] a singular undifferentiated context where ritual such as gender takes place and is
performatively, iteratively, undone and redone with each gendered practice by a subject. . . . This
presumption does not bear out in reality” (Fiereck, 2020, p. 513). As this translates to the
construct of race, although what whiteness encompasses shifts over time in relation to dominant
discourse (and is only possible relative to and through the maintenance of Blackness (Baldwin,
1998)), the experiences of individuals perceived as white differ in “material realities” and social
consequence from individuals perceived as Black (or other racialized identities antithetical to
white), and across socio-cultural and historic contexts (Bourcier, 2012; Bunch, 2013; mehrotra,
2010, p. 424).
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The real and lived consequences of socially constructed identity markers mean that
postulating about identity creation is not “just an exercise in theoretical navel-gazing” (B.
Anderson-Nathe, personal communication, October 18, 2021). Within US social work practice,
surrounding the individual practitioner is the construct of social work professionalization in
which “practice scripts”—or what is erased, promoted, and reinscribed within social work
training and practice—reinforces hegemonic white dominance (Chambon et al., 1999; Kaur
Badwall, 2013, p. 7). Obscured by dominant narratives of goodness and charitable helping, the
structural violence perpetuated through such practices, including the subjugation of divergent
knowledge, is hidden (Kaur Badwall, 2013). In social work practice, this might take the form of
practitioners unconsciously using pejorative stereotypes about a service user (replicating
problematic social tropes) in their documentation. Practitioners “may consider themselves to be
anti-racist yet take part in and contribute to racist discourse and practices” (E. Lee & Bhuyan,
2013, p. 101).
Utilizing the transformative framework, critical race and intersectionality lenses, and
building upon the aforementioned definitions of racism and performativity as sensitizing
concepts, the following section expands upon how the ‘culture of whiteness’ may be embodied
or performed in social work practice and suggests the challenge this poses to just social work
practice and effective supervision. Underneath this query is the question of how to remain a
fugitive in spaces of white dominance and policing—is flexibility and fluidity possible
(Wacquant, 2002; A. K. Williams et al., 2016)? This discussion ends with an outline of the
research objectives.
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The Culture of Whiteness and Social Work
An estimated 86% of social workers in the US are white, and 80% are female (“Data
USA: Social Workers,” n.d.; A. Davis & Gentlewarrior, 2015; Kaul, 2016; Tisman & Clarendon,
2018; Varghese, 2013). Thus, as the majority in the profession, white female social workers are
at greatest risk of inadvertently expressing, endorsing, or enacting racialized power differentials
in social work interactions (E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018). Yet, as all
social workers are socialized into a profession that replicates the culture of whiteness, all social
workers potentially embody these societal norms (H. Goodman, personal communication, March
4, 2019). If social workers operate from a biased and deficit-based lens they risk marginalizing,
alienating, and oppressing service users.3 This may take the form of clinical dissonance and the
provision of ineffective and harmful interventions (Freire, 2000; Jemal, 2017; Jemal & Bussey,
2018; Maurer, 2016; National Association of Social Workers, 2007; Social Work Policy
Institute, 2014). Such practice inadvertently furthers racial inequity and promotes white
supremacy by reaffirming whiteness as normative and superior (Jeffery, 2005). It constricts
service user therapeutic healing, access to resources, awareness of rights and opportunities, and
mobility (Nadan et al., 2016).
Addressing Racism in Social Work Practice and Supervision
Anti-racism Strategies in Social Work Practice
In a time of increased overt racial bigotry, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, anti-immigrant
rhetoric, and social division, there is urgency for social workers to engage in anti-racism practice
(Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Chappel, 2017; Potok, 2017; Wagner, 2017; Wallis, 2016). Scholarship on
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The term service user, although still problematic given its roots in consumerism, replaces client
or patient as the least pejorative term when referencing individuals engaging in services with
helping professionals (J. Harris & White, 2018).
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anti-racism practice strategies aids in developing an understanding of how social workers can do
so. Anti-racism practice builds on the acknowledgement of human interconnectivity and
reciprocal relationships. Harm to anyone is harm to everyone (Hair, 2015; Kaur Badwall, 2013).
One practice strategy involves accountability to history and a telling of the times. This is
premised on the value of looking to history as an informant of the current times. It also speaks to
the important role social workers play in amplifying voices that are, or are at risk of, being
silenced (Brevvaxling, 2014; Social Work Policy Institute, 2014; A. K. Williams et al., 2016). A
second strategy is viewing the clinician as a co-constructor of reality with service users, not as
the expert in the social work encounter. This serves to neutralize power dynamics between
clinician and service user. Aligned with this strategy is placing value on non-dominant sources
of knowledge by recognizing that mainstream systems of knowledge privilege dominant values
at the expense of alternative perspectives (Cahill, Rios-Moore, & Threatts, 2008; Darder, Torres,
& Baltodano, 2017).
Practitioner reflexivity, or critical self-examination around identity, history, and one’s
relationship to systems of oppression aids in effectiveness. Additional concrete practice skills
include providing psychoeducation about history, structural influences on individual and
interpersonal experiences, and systems of political and economic power; using non-oppressive
language in documentation to challenge the reductionism of human experience, disrupt biased
descriptions, and promote person-centered practice; and engaging in alternative healing
strategies to take a holistic approach to wellness and dis-ease. By building coalitions, social
workers can align with like-minded practitioners and organizations, and gain momentum through
anti-racism advocacy and activism (Corneau & Stergiopoulos, 2012).
Anti-racism Strategies in Social Work Supervision
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Social work supervision is intended to be a space for clinical exploration and support,
professional development and growth, clinical enhancement through the integration of theory
with practice, and administrative oversight (Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Bogo & McKnight, 2006;
Calvert et al., 2016; Cheon et al., 2009; Ellis et al., 2017; Kissil et al., 2013; Pieterse, 2018;
Varghese et al., 2018). Since “the racialized positions of the clinician or client impact the
clinical encounter,” race consciousness and intentional investigation of race and power dynamics
are critical (Berger et al., 2018; Pender Greene & Levine, 2016; Pieterse, 2018; Varghese, 2013,
p. 33). Directed at the dynamics between clinical supervisors and supervisees, much of the
scholarly literature exists in the fields of psychology and counseling (Calvert et al., 2016; Cheon
et al., 2009; T. C. Davis, 2017; De Stefano et al., 2017; Falender et al., 2013; Hardy, 2016; Ivers
et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2017; Pieterse, 2018). The majority of psychology and counseling
research employs a multicultural paradigm (Cheon et al., 2009; Falender et al., 2013; Ivers et al.,
2017; Phillips et al., 2017; Pieterse, 2018). Similar to cultural competency, such an approach
stresses the value of learning about and managing cultures that are ‘different’ from the dominant,
white cultural standpoint (Ivers et al., 2017; Nadan et al., 2016). Emphasis is on bridging
prospective cultural gaps, or cross-racial supervision, between predominantly white supervisors
and supervisees of color (Berger et al., 2018; Cheon et al., 2009; Hair, 2015; Hair &
O’Donoghue, 2009; Pieterse, 2018).
Little is empirically known about the efficacy of these practice strategies, and even less
about the impact that social work supervisors have on enhancing or constricting anti-racism
practice. As influencers and guides in clinical learning, social work supervisors have the
potential to disrupt racism. They are positioned to help social work practice evolve in this
direction. There is an emerging body of literature on how to effectively engage in culturally-
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conscious social work supervision. For example, scholars suggest ways to use a critical lens to
address power differentials in the supervisory dyad in an effort to power share and cultivate trust
while seeking to understand (rather than ignore) differences (Berger et al., 2018; Hair &
O’Donoghue, 2009; Irizarry et al., 2016; Noble & Irwin, 2009). Addressing intersectional
identity within supervision, with attention to areas of privilege, is recommended as a best
practice (Phillips et al., 2017). Working from a strengths perspective, with cultural humility,
respecting the uniqueness of each individual, and cultivating an understanding of various
cultures are identified as supervisory competencies (Lusk et al., 2017).
Scholars also build out models that incorporate social justice pedagogy into supervisory
sessions, such as through reflexive practice and building advocacy skills (Asakura & Maurer,
2018; Calvert et al., 2016). One model premised on reflexive practice articulates a process for
doing so. First, supervisors and supervisees contract, or agree, to include cross-cultural content
in supervision in an ongoing manner and follow the contract by listening for such markers in
case discussion. Then, the supervisor demonstrates reflexivity (defined as “self-coaching, selfdisclosure, and cultural humility”) and relational reflexivity, or the integration of cultural
awareness into the clinical interaction with service users (E. Lee & Kealy, 2018). Pedagogical
tactics, such as modeling (vicarious learning through supervisory use of self within the dyad),
feedback about performance, direct instruction of specific clinical skills, and, self-directed
learning via self-reflective practice are offered as tools (Goodyear, 2014).
A subset of predominantly conceptual scholarship specifically addresses anti-racism
supervisory strategies. Supervision is viewed as a space in which racially conscious clinical
development can occur. As anti-racism practice development is ongoing, addressing issues of
race and racism within supervision in an ongoing manner is most effective (Kaul, 2016). This
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involves building the clinician’s ability to empathize with, validate, and be sensitive to
experiences of racial bias (by self and service users), as well as to identify their own biases or
values that may impede clinical engagement (Howard, 2018; K. U. Williams, 2008). The value
of attending to power dynamics between the supervisor and supervisee is echoed, promoting
examination of discrimination and inequity (Hair, 2015). The literature also speaks to the
importance of supervisors attending to racial trauma (including microaggressions), which is
made possible through supervisory racial self-awareness, or “locating oneself” (Varghese et al.,
2018, p. 141). Guided reflection questions are offered as a starting point for developing such
supervisory self-awareness (Pieterse, 2018). Further, active listening, the suspension of
judgement, and engaging in reflective inquiry promotes racially-conscious and trauma-informed
supervision (Varghese et al., 2018). To aid staff in developing a critical race framework in
practice, it is recommended to use an intersectional and multi-level analysis, wherein the
individual experience is connected to larger systems (Varghese, 2013, p. 266).
Gaps in the literature
No comprehensive systemic review of cross-cultural supervision exists in the literature
(E. Lee & Kealy, 2018). Furthermore, there is no comprehensive, universal means to evaluate
the quality of supervision (Davys et al., 2017; Falender et al., 2013). Empirical studies tend to
focus on the perspectives of the practitioners and not the supervisors (Cheon et al., 2009;
Crockett & Hays, 2015; Davys et al., 2017; De Stefano et al., 2017; Ellis et al., 2017; Hair, 2015;
Irizarry et al., 2016; Kaul, 2016; Kaur Badwall, 2013; Weng & Gray, 2020). Besides the lack of
empirical studies on what works or what is being implemented in practice, research fails to
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address supervisors’ accountability in confronting issues of power and racism within practice
(Kaul, 2016).
Simultaneously, anti-racism pedagogical content insufficiently addresses integrating
explorations of race and racism into social work practice, let alone supervision. “Complex
practices of critical thinking and the development of an analytics of racial domination” do not fit
into a “tool kit” or competency model (Jeffery, 2005, p. 422). Strategies to “problematize and
politicize multicultural discourse” (Nadan et al., 2016, p. 375) and empirical evidence to support
the efficacy and applicability of various models for supervision (Asakura & Maurer, 2018; E.
Lee & Kealy, 2018) are needed. As expounded upon in Chapter Three, the core literature is
conceptual and theoretical (Case, 2015; Finch, 2016; Goodyear, 2014; Hair & O’Donoghue,
2009; E. Lee & Kealy, 2018; Noble & Irwin, 2009; Pender Greene & Levine, 2016; Pieterse,
2018; Varghese et al., 2018; Weld, 2012; K. U. Williams, 2008), with some models accompanied
by a single case study or handful of case examples (Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Berger et al.,
2018; Calvert et al., 2016; Howard, 2018; Ivers et al., 2017). Thick descriptive data about actual
anti-racist supervisory practice strategies from the vantage point of the supervisors is missing.
Statement of the Research
This study contributes to anti-colonial social work scholarship by exploring how
supervision interfaces with the performativity of whiteness in social work practice. As
demonstrated through the works of Franz Fanon, the dehumanization that occurs because of
systemic racism is an expression and mechanism of coloniality: wherein globalization,
capitalism, and white supremacy intersect to produce racial oppression and racist structures serve
to maintain structural dominance (Maldonado-Torres, 2017; Smith, 2020, pp. 401–402).
Coloniality refers to:
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long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that
define culture, labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well
beyond the strict limits of colonial administrations. It is this Coloniality, as
ongoing relations of power asymmetry, that remains present and ubiquitous in the
world today (Smith, 2020, p. 403).
The findings will contribute to literature on training approaches and practice frameworks
for anti-racist supervision, aimed at disrupting harmful racist patterns of coloniality that present
within social practice. The unit of analysis is the individual who has experience or currently
serves in a supervisory role and who incorporates anti-racism principals in their supervision
practice. The research question is:
1. What strategies do self-identified anti-racist social work supervisors employ to disrupt
racism within social work practice?
a. What strategies do supervisors perceive as effective and why?
The following chapter offers a brief overview of the social construction of race in the US
and explores the relationship between racial equity and the social work profession. Next, is a
review of the literature outlining social work’s attempts to address race and racism in education,
social work practice, and supervision. Third, is an overview of the methodology employed for
the current study. The two chapters that follow encapsulate the findings of the study. Finally, is
a discussion of the impact of current events on the study participants, consideration of the study
limitations, and a summary of how the study findings build on existing scholarship and
contribute to the field of social welfare.
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CHAPTER TWO
Social Policy Context
The Social Construction of Race and the Evolution of Anti-Black Racism
As James Baldwin stated, “[T]he great force of history comes from the fact that we carry
it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in
all that we do” (emphasis in the original, 1998). Foucault’s genealogy of history serves as an
analytic approach to unpack such contemporary dynamics or “the extent that history serves to
show how that-which-is has not always been” (Chambon et al., 1999, p. 55). It is critical to look
to history to understand the role that race plays in contemporary US society, and how this history
permeates and continues to shape the development of the social work profession. Such an
exercise helps to locate the genesis of current inequities and reveals how race-based disparities
are non-accidental. They are baked into the founding economic structure of slavery and
subsequent socio-political development of a racial hierarchy in the US (Smiley & Fakunle, 2016;
W. F. Tolliver et al., 2016). Historic events, landmark legislation, and federal legal decisions
demonstrate the intentionality behind the creation of this racial hierarchy, which benefits white
people at the expense of people of color, particularly Black and Indigenous people. This chapter
homes in on the development of anti-Black racism, an overt and pernicious expression of white
supremacy. Chapman & Withers (2019, pp. 328–329) explain the value of such framing,
“[A]lthough not discrete from queerness and other forms of structural violence and moral
denigration, a focus on anti-Black racism . . . highlights the limitations of the prejudice of
progress. . . . Yet the normative devaluation of Black lives has persisted well beyond the
abolitions of slavery, lynching, and legal racial segregation.” As Lee (2017, p. 655) explains,
“[T]he racial state continues to reduce black peoples to the ‘black body’ around which racial
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naturalism has long cohered.” Wilderson (2003, p. 233) continues, “[D]eath of the black body is
. . . foundational to the life of American civil society.” Social work currently functions within
the “liberal paradox” wherein white supremacy is less discernible, but equally potent. Race was,
and is, an inextricable organizing principle of neo-liberalism, wherein race is made less visible
and racial violence is viewed at the individual level (Goldberg, 2009; Kaur Badwall, 2013).
Many social work practices collude in “privatizing the experience of racism,” made further
imperceptible by the pretense of well-intended, charitable giving (Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 16).
Neutrality is an impossibility, as social work, under the auspices of justice and virtue, serves to
perpetuate “colonial projects” (Kaur Badwall, 2013, p. 49).
The critical race literature makes clear that, in its inception, the legal system in the US
held whiteness and maleness as the prerequisites for legal personhood (Battalora, 2013; Rabaka,
2007). Inherent in the legal protection of whiteness was the denial of rights to Black and
Indigenous peoples (Rabaka, 2007). As Dr. Alma Carten (2016, p. xxxiii) explains:
[T]he practice of using skin color and physical features as criterion for
assigning people to various racial groups has been historically used as a
mechanism for the unequal distribution of power based on a sociallydetermined definition of race. The process of racialization supported the
doctrine of white supremacy and the advancement of empirically untested
assumptions that spawned belief systems that whites are superior to all
other racial groups.
Historical analyses of the European colonization of North America set forth how the
construction of race was an economically driven social policy that served to benefit the
colonizing ruling elites in their efforts toward land acquisition, political power, and capital
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accumulation (Battalora, 2013; Billings, 2016b). Ascribed differences and corresponding
prejudice between ethnic groups, based on geography and physical features, can be traced to
before the European presence in North America (F. V. Harrison, 1995; Kendi, 2016). Historian
and anti-racism scholar, Ibram X. Kendi (2016) draws the lineage of Puritan white supremacist
thought from as early as ancient Greece and the writings of Aristotle. Grecian philosophy
assumed a social hierarchy, making certain groups inherently superior while all ‘others’ were
inherently inferior. As per Aristotle, “Humanity is divided into two: the masters and the slaves .
. . those who have a right to command, and those who are born to obey” (Kendi, 2016, p. 17).
The colonial period is when constructions of race and a racial hierarchy, requiring racist ideals
for their sustenance, became legally formalized. Phenotypic and “skin-color” prejudice became
institutionalized within the “New World” colonial establishment of slavery (F. V. Harrison,
1995, p. 51).
Legal documents from the 1600s reflect a shift in social relations based on race.
Previously, social groups were economically stratified by the status of the ruling/owning class
and working class. Working-class men of all ancestral backgrounds were viewed as equivalent
in servitude, and social relationships and marriages across ethnic groups existed. During the
1600s, a series of laws discredited the legal personhood and rights of individuals forced into
servitude from Africa, including but not limited to severe punishment for escaping enslavement,
restricting access to weaponry, instituting anti-miscegenation laws, and restricting asset
accumulation (Battalora, 2013; Billings, 2016b; Kendi, 2016). Sixteen ninety-one was the first
year the term “white” was written into legal documents and used to set apart individuals of
European heritage as legal persons from other groups (e.g., indigenous people, people enslaved
from Africa) (Billings, 2016b). This intentional creation of division in the working class
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facilitated enhanced control over all groups in forced labor. It fashioned a “docile white working
class” and reduced the likelihood of unified labor uprisings (Battalora, 2013; Billings, 2016b, p.
25).
Whereas in 1760 slavery was a fully entrenched system of economic advancement, by
1780 the anti-slavery movement had a strong voice (Klinkner, 2002). There was momentum for
racial progress. Concerns by white elites of antislavery uprisings resulting in political change or
reversion to British/European rule led Northern politicians to agree to adopt the three-fifths
clause in the US Constitution, legally defining enslaved people as qualifying as 3/5 of a person in
population counts when determining government representation. Not only did this decision
formally recognize slavery as a formidable institution in the US, but it also relegated Black
people to a sub-human legal position. Blacks were defined by a nation state during its founding
as less than human, and thus not deserving of or covered by the rights outlined in the Declaration
of Independence—those of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness (often considered code for
property). By doing so, whites were provided culpable deniability for inequitable conditions for
Blacks and for increasing rates of poverty; there was neither legal nor moral reason to facilitate
equitable earnings or land-ownership (Klinkner, 2002).
Starting in the 1700s and throughout the 1800s, medical professionals, in a predominantly
white and male-dominated field, played a significant role in assigning phenotypically-based
differences to socially constructed “racial” groups (J. Feagin & Bennefield, 2014; Klinkner,
2002; Sussman, 2014). Such biological determinism built upon the white supremacist ideal that
people of color were inherently inferior and sub-human (Carten et al., 2016; C. W. Mills, 1994).
It set the foundation for the exploitation and torture of people of color under the guise of medical
advancement (Burden, 2017; Gamble, 1993). Remnants of this are still evident in modern
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medicine, as seen in the promotion of race-based stereotypes in diagnostic assessment or the
overreliance on cultural generalizations with insufficient emphasis placed on structural
assessment (i.e., person-in environment) (Metzl & Hansen, 2014).
The classification of individuals of African descent as less than human through the
adoption of the three-fifths clause simultaneously created the construction of “whiteness” as a
racial category of dominance and entitlement (F. V. Harrison, 1995). The Naturalization Act of
1790, which remained federal law until 1952, made clear that early legislation was about more
than economic class. The act stipulated that only “free,” white-presenting immigrants could
become naturalized citizens, further reinforcing that white was synonymous with “American”
(Billings, 2016b, pp. 29–30). The 1857 Supreme Court decision in Dred Scott v Sanford
epitomized this by affirming that the rights of Blacks fall outside of the protection of personhood
outlined in the Declaration of Independence and United States Constitution (Klinkner, 2002, p.
49). The words of Jefferson Davis, a US senator from Mississippi, in a speech given on April
12, 1860 articulated how racism was baked into US society, “‘This government was not founded
by negroes nor for negroes,’ but ‘by white men for white men’ . . . ‘the inequality of the white
and black races’ was ‘stamped from the beginning’” (Kendi, 2016, p. 3). Indeed, after being
forced into slavery in the US from involuntary capture, Black people were intentionally
objectified and legally situated as sub-human to justify the exploitation of their labor and make
normative their inhumane treatment (C. W. Mills, 2017a; Vails, 1999).
In the following century, Blacks were leveraged to assist in the military pursuits of the
Civil War (Klinkner, 2002). It was neither President Lincoln’s objective nor ambition to end
slavery by engaging in the Civil War. This was an unintended consequence stemming from the
pivotal role that Black men who escaped from slavery played in the Union’s victory (G. M.
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Shulman, 2018). Legal recognition of personhood for Blacks started with the Emancipation
Proclamation in 1863. It was formalized into federal law twofold: first, in the 1865 adoption of
the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, making slavery illegal; second, through the
Fourteenth Amendment in 1866, guaranteeing citizenship to those born in the US “without
regard to race, color, or previous condition of slavery or involuntary servitude,” thus reversing
the Dred Scott Supreme Court decision. Despite this progress, systematic exclusion from
economic and social opportunities persisted, as well as the experience of domestic terror,
endured during Reconstruction and throughout the Jim Crow era (Kendi, 2016; McCarthy,
2004).
After the Civil War, there was an initial push for reparations in the form of “forty acres
and a mule” to formerly enslaved individuals (Klinkner, 2002; Vails, 1999). This emulated the
property package offered in the pre-Revolutionary War era to Englishmen willing to come to
North America to assist with colonization. There was, not surprisingly, a huge national divide in
response to the end of the Civil War. In the South, this took the form of Black Codes—laws
implemented post-abolition to restrict the freedom of Black individuals and force them into
exploited labor positions (Billings, 2016b; Kendi, 2016; Klinkner, 2002). In the industrial North
and Midwest, Blacks were excluded from labor organizations and worker protections. During
this period, Social Darwinism—making the case for biological differences by race and asserting
the inherent inferiority of Blacks as “least evolved”—was taking hold and served to justify
different life circumstances by race (Billings, 2016b, p. 57; Klinkner, 2002).
In On the Courthouse Lawn, law professor Sherrilyn A. Ifill (2007) demonstrates how the
use of public space in the practice of public lynching was central to, and symbolic of, the
maintenance of white supremacy in the US. White conceptual control (through cultural and legal
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domination) and literal control over public space was, and continues to be, a tool for upholding
the racial hierarchy (Ifill, 2007). Historical analyses reveal how, during slavery and prior to the
Civil War, Black men were depicted as submissive, meek individuals of low intelligence and
easily controlled, reinforcing and justifying their sub-human, inferior social status (Smiley &
Fakunle, 2016). The framing of Blacks as intrinsically criminal and predacious was constructed
during the Reconstruction Era in response to the increasing agency of Black people who were no
longer enslaved. This framing was reinforced during the Jim Crow era as a means to maintain
racialized social control post-slavery, and sustain support by whites for regulating Black lives
through law enforcement (Alexander & West, 2012; P. Butler, 2017; Carter et al., 2017; S. E.
Moore et al., 2016; W. L. Moore, 2014; Smiley & Fakunle, 2016; Wallis, 2016). Also during the
Jim Crow era, the concept of ‘separate but equal’ was formalized and deemed equitable under
federal law in the 1896 Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson, endorsing state-based
legal segregation (Billings, 2016b; Kendi, 2016). This decision epitomized an overlay of space
and power. Black Americans were relegated to substandard public facilities and services to
support the white supremacist notion of racial purity and differential value (Billings, 2016b; C.
W. Mills, 1994).
In the first half of the twentieth century, there were several opportunities for federal
intervention into race-based inequity. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, however,
acquiesced to the pressure of the wealthy and powerful Southern Congressional Caucus, aligning
with white supremacist values in a moment when large gains toward racial equality were
possible (Klinkner, 2002). The Social Security Act of 1935 created the first federal income
safety net (Davies & Derthick, 1997; Quadagno, 1984) and laid the groundwork for the postWorld War II period of federally funded, enhanced social welfare benefits, downward
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redistribution of income, and implementation of a progressive tax code. For white males, these
policies gave rise to increased wages, lower rates of unemployment and poverty, greater
alignment between organized labor and business, and subsequent increased political stability
(Abramovitz, 2012; Kotz, 2015; Kotz & Hall, 2007). People of color and women, however,
were systematically disadvantaged, as evidenced by the exclusion of domestic and farm workers
(positions primarily held by women and people of color) from the Social Security Act
(Ehrenreich, 1985; Lieberman, 2015). So, although New Deal policies did chip away at the
widespread poverty experienced as a result of the Great Depression, it left intact the structures
systematically maintaining Blacks in an economic and social category of “undeserving” or “less
than” (Klinkner, 2002).
The work of Mary Dudziak illustrates how much of the civil rights legislation of the midtwentieth century was, in part, a result of grassroots social action and domestic pressure, but it
was also due to international pressure. The rejection of Nazism during World War II called into
question the prevailing practices of eugenics and made visible the disconnect between the US
proclamation of human rights globally and the failure to protect individual rights domestically
(P. Butler, 2017; Klinkner, 2002). For example, the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board
of Education arose during the Cold War, when the US was overtly criticizing communist states
for their failure to value individual rights and liberty. This condemnation of the Eastern Bloc
was hypocritical in the face of legalized segregation and violent racial backlash against the
integration of US public spaces. Subsequently, the US government experienced socio-political
pressure to eradicate legalized segregation (P. Butler, 2017). Legal desegregation of schools
through Brown v. Board, however, did little to integrate schools segregated because of racebased residential segregation, an issue prominent in the North (Billings, 2016b; Lipsitz, 2019).
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New York City, for example, currently maintains some of the most racially segregated public
schools in the country (E. A. Harris, 2016).
Post-World War II through the 1960s was a period in which racism became a part of the
national discussion, in part due to the domestic visibility of violence against Black Veterans
returning from World War II and the Korean War, as well as the swell of civil rights uprisings
pushing for racial equality (Billings, 2016b; Klinkner, 2002). For example, a 1947 petition by
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to the United
Nations appealed to an international audience, citing domestic maltreatment of Blacks and racial
inequity as the actual threat to the United States, not global hostility (Klinkner, 2002, p. 209). In
the subsequent decades, the civil rights movement garnered support and attention across racial
lines. Cross-racial coalitions, as evidenced by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC) Freedom Riders and March on Washington, brought more political attention and
awareness to racial disparities than in decades prior. These efforts resulted in monumental
federal legislation, including the 1964 Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act of 1965. This
movement laid the groundwork for contemporary social justice and anti-racism efforts, and such
legislation set the foundation for subsequent lawsuits that caused some shifts in the legal and
economic landscape (P. Butler, 2017; Kendi, 2016; Klinkner, 2002).
These successes, however, were met by a backlash, and fewer gains than anticipated
resulted. Conservative white leadership at the time developed a narrative in reaction to efforts
toward Black civil rights, proclaiming that Black advancement was only possible at the expense
of whites (Billings, 2016b). And, in fact, white support was not as widespread as is often
believed. Public polls from 1963 indicate that 54% of whites believed that John F. Kennedy’s
efforts toward racial integration was moving too quickly, with disapproval by 54% of Northern
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and 78% of Southern whites of the actions taken by Blacks toward racial justice (Klinkner, 2002,
p. 265). Additional federal crime legislation of the 1960s and 1970s unjustly targeting
predominantly Black communities was rationalized through the overstatement of crime, the
subtext being that this criminality was culturally innate and a threat to whites. This manipulative
framing served as a means to build public support for the ‘War on Crime’ and was used to justify
disproportionate rates of persecuting and incarcerating Blacks, as well as to implement racebased residential segregation policies (Alexander & West, 2012; Hinton, 2016).
The 1970s reflected an economic and political shift. Understood as a reaction to the
progress achieved as a result of the Civil Rights movement (Kendi, 2016), and compounded by
the economic recession (Kotz, 2015), conservative politicians framed the economic downturn as
the result of unrestrained government spending, hyper-regulation of the economic market, and
the undeserved dependence of predominantly women and people of color on government “handouts” (Blau & Abramovitz, 2010). The white majority experienced racial panic in response to
the gains made by people of color, compounded by gender panic around the changing role of
women in the workforce, an increase in single-parent households, and a threat to traditional
gender roles (Abramovitz, 2016; F. V. Harrison, 1995). Furthermore, the political left moved
away from race-specific interventions to address inequality and toward universal solutions for
economic inequity.
Prior functions of the welfare state were undercut by neo-liberal policy. Neoliberalism
relied on colorblindness to obscure the racist underpinnings of its free market model and to
justify existing economic struggles and increasing inequity (Goldberg, 2009; Hastie &
Rimmington, 2014; Kaur Badwall, 2013; Pulido, 2015). Increased restrictions on access to basic
entitlements (such as cash assistance, unemployment insurance, and social security) made it
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more difficult for those in need to access social welfare resources. The results were increases in
poverty rates, a widening of the income and wealth gap, and increases in the costs of childhood
poverty. The process of accessing social services became more punitive in nature, broadening
the capacity of the welfare state to impose certain values and social norms on recipients. Any
expressions outside of heteronormative, white, Anglo-Saxon values were punished (Abramovitz,
2012). Neoliberalism tapped into the myth of “rugged individualism,” a dominant narrative
used to justify disparate wealth holdings by white people through the dismissal of historic facts
(Billings, 2016b, p. 67). Ironically, as Goldberg (2009, p. 21) points out, colorblindness requires
the rejection of “the word, the concept, the category, at most the categorization [of race]. But
not, pointedly not, the conditions for which those terms stand.”
Colorblindness thus survives and thrives, not because of what it produces, but
because of what it prevents: that is, exposure, analysis, and remediation of the
skewing of social opportunities and life chances by race. . . . [Colorblindness is] a
device designed to prevent color-conscious responses to colorbound conditions. . .
. [It] provides a language that legitimates the pursuit of white racial advantage
without having to admit racist intent (Lipsitz, 2019, pp. 24, 36).
Critical race theory critiques of the 1960s legislative interventions, which emerged in the
late 1970s and early 1980s (K. W. Crenshaw, 2017), proposed that the civil rights laws were:
actually producing this relationship between the races that so often results in nonwhite people’s . . . subordination to white people. . . . [The critiques purported
that] the insufficiencies of civil rights laws are . . . baked into the civil rights laws
themselves . . . [and they] have not achieved racial equality . . . not because of
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some conservative judiciary, but rather because of the failure of the imagination
of civil rights lawyers [who created them] (Demby, 2021).
Regarding the Brown V. Board of Education decision, for example, instead of pushing for
equal school funding across all communities, desegregation involved Black students integrating
into predominantly white schools. Implicit in this was the assumption that proximity to white
communities was an asset, instead of highlighting the core issue: that predominantly Black
schools were systematically under-resourced and under-funded (Demby, 2021). Further,
Alexander (2012, pp244-251) argues that “diversity” initiatives such as affirmative action
function as “racial bribe[s]:” they mask the racial caste system in the U.S. and distract racial
justice activists from joining together to fight pervasive and destructive sources of racial inequity
such as mass incarceration. By placing a small group of people of color in a position of power,
affirmative action serves to reinforce the colorblind paradigm—that racism no longer exists, that
all individuals deserve equal access, and that the responsibility of success and failure falls solely
on the individual (W. L. Moore, 2014; Mukherjee, 2014). The following two examples of
institutional racism demonstrate the pervasive and methodical nature of systemic racism in the
US.
Examples of Institutional Racism
Race-based residential segregation. The history of race-based residential segregation of
Black communities in the US is unique and systematic (McCarthy, 2004, p761). In the period
after the Civil War, with the abolition of slavery, through the beginning of World War I,
approximately 500,000 Black Southerners migrated to industrial centers in the Midwest and
Northeast, in search of employment and more equitable living conditions. There was an
additional surge of approximately 1.8 million migrants between 1910 and 1940, a period of

36

accelerated industrialization. This second influx of Black people into Northern cities was met
with violent, exclusionary, and both individual- and community-level hostility from whites,
stemming from the fear of integration and job loss and resulting in increasingly prominent racebased residential segregation. Between 1940 and 1970, an estimated additional 4.5 million Black
people moved north. A boom in suburban construction; community-level exclusionary practices,
such as whites-only residential covenants; and racist loan practices resulted in “white flight”
from urban centers and the creation of white-washed suburbs (Billings, 2016b; Hudson &
Gehlert, 2015; McCarthy, 2004; Rothstein, 2017).
The federal government played a formidable role in the creation of white suburbs and
concentrated, urban neighborhoods of Black households. Its policies simultaneously increased
the potential for wealth accumulation and home-ownership for white people, while
systematically excluding Black people (McCarthy, 2004, 762). Through “redlining”
predominantly Black neighborhoods as the highest risk for loans, federal agencies set a precedent
of housing discrimination based on race (Hudson & Gehlert, 2015; McCarthy, 2004). Research
indicates that residential exclusionary practices persist today, despite federal legislative attempts
to declare this bias a violation of the fifth (prohibiting unfair treatment of citizens by the federal
government) and fourteenth (prohibiting unequal treatment by all levels of government)
amendments (Rothstein, 2017). Residential segregation has implications beyond housing,
including greater exposure to environmental toxins and an absence of resources, all of which
play a role in poorer physical health, mental health, and economic health outcomes (Hudson &
Gehlert, 2015; Massey & Denton, 2003; Shavers & Shavers, 2006).
Wealth differentials and disparate poverty rates. Economic analyses of income
inequality stipulate that the white/Black income gap has lessened since the 1970s. There is some
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evidence of income gains by Blacks during this time, but this fails to paint the full picture
(Lindert & Williamson, 2016). Oliver and Shapiro (1995) reveal that income measures alone
greatly underestimate the degree of race-based difference in the US wealth gap, the genesis of
which can be traced back to institutionalized racial exclusion. The authors explicate the
systematic prohibition of Blacks from economic mobility and wealth attainment in the US, a
wealth gap that has widened since the 1980s and continues to do so (David Billings, 2016,
p233). While Blacks make up 13% of the US population—they currently hold only 2.7% of the
country’s wealth (Kendi, 2016). For example, when exploring class mobility of Black and white
middle class counterparts who are otherwise equal with regards to education, employment status,
and credit ratings, Blacks systematically face greater obstacles to economic progress (F. V.
Harrison, 1995). Black males are distinctively, disproportionately under- and unemployed in
comparison to white counterparts with equivalent qualifications. Bias and exclusion is evident at
every step of the employment application process (Shavers & Shavers, 2006). A recent metaanalysis (Quillian et al., 2017) of field studies on race-based employment discrimination
reflected no reduction in discrimination over the last 25 years for Black and Latinos in
comparison to their white counterparts.
Reverberations of History into Present Day
Social science analyses (F. V. Harrison, 1995, p. 65) indicate that when “normative”
groups experience a threat they will react through the explicit reassertion of “cultural practice.”
For example, historical accounts indicate that after the Civil War a white Southern psychology
emerged that embraced racial superiority and undermined class consciousness (Billings, 2016b;
F. V. Harrison, 1995). Parker (2016) found that the rise of the Tea Party and move of the GOP
further to the political right follows a historic pattern. Coined the “American effect” in the 1920s
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and the “Civil Rights effect” in the 1960s, Parker (2016) views the swing to the political right
leading up to the 2016 election as a reaction to the election of Barak Obama. The election of
Donald Trump, a politician whose rhetoric and policies promoted white nationalism, came with
an upsurge in overt expressions of race-based bigotry, as well as Islamophobic, anti-immigrant,
and anti-Semitic rhetoric (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Chappel, 2017; Potok, 2017; Wagner, 2017;
Wallis, 2016). To compound these acts, the rash killing of Black people by law enforcement
were made more visible by community uprisings largely driven by the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement (Alexander & West, 2012; Aymer, 2016; Goffe, 2014; Khan-Cullors &
Bandele, 2018; Lynching in America: Confronting the Legacy of Racial Terror, 2015; PrattHarris et al., 2016; W. F. Tolliver et al., 2016). The Trump Administration’s racialized rhetoric
exploited the economic insecurity of many white, working-class individuals, stemming from the
2008 recession (Inglehart & Norris, 2016)—an example of what Kendi (2019) considers racial
capitalism. This rhetoric demonized the ‘other’ (e.g. other-than white, Christian, male),
displacing blame for the economic downturn on immigrant communities and communities of
color.
While social media trends reflect that the majority of white individuals will not voice
cultural superiority, the legal exclusion and systematic undermining of legal, economic, and
social protections of communities of color communicates something different (Pulido, 2015).
Whites in the US are less likely to endorse a structural explanation for race-based inequities than
are people of color, and they are more likely to support individualized explanations for existing
social inequality (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Gurin et al., 2015; Lieberman, 2015). The current debate
over the removal of confederate war commemorations and the renaming of streets and public
institutions reflects a tension around ownership of public space and the dominant narrative of
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public memory (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Chappel, 2017; Wagner, 2017). Legislation in several
Southern states (North Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia, and Virginia) places significant
legal impediments on the removal of confederate commemorations, exhibiting the continued
centrality of white supremacy in state institutions (Subberwal, 2017).
While whites continue to benefit from accumulated advantage via the economic, social,
political, and cultural gains rooted in chattel slavery, they often do so with an ahistorical lens,
buying into the belief that the US is a meritocracy (J. R. Feagin & O’Brien, 2003; McCarthy,
2004; C. W. Mills, 2017a; Vails, 1999). Within colorblindness, racial bias is coded within
political rhetoric like personal responsibility, law and order, and morality, further obscuring the
societal forces responsible for the creation and propagation of race-based inequity. It is when the
interests of marginalized groups overlap with the interests of the dominant group that those
needs/issues are addressed (Bell, 1980). Suffice it to say, racial inequity and discord continues to
permeate US culture, making it relevant to social work practitioners, supervisors, and service
users. Looking to history deepens an understanding of current social challenges and future
opportunities by revealing the calculative origins of racism and racial disparities in the US. The
next section looks more closely at the relationship between structural racism and the social work
profession.
Structural Racism and the Development of the Social Work Profession
Social work’s promotion of, and advocacy for, social wellness and morality conceals its
historic enmeshment in imperial violence (Chapman & Withers, 2019; Jeffery, 2005; Kaur
Badwall, 2013; Roger, 1998). Imperialism refers to the regulation of bodies and maintenance of
a values system necessitated to preserve geographic, political, social, and cultural domination
(Roger, 1998); it undergirds structural racism. A conflict exists between social work’s
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promotion of racial equity and the disavowal of imperial history (Jeffery, 2005; G. M. Shulman,
2008). No profession develops in isolation from social, political, economic, and cultural
influence (Ehrenreich, 1985). It is important to consider the impact of the US’s uniquely violent
and racialized history on social work and how this historic context informs our understanding of
the profession today (Chapman & Withers, 2019; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018; Walter et al.,
2017).
An ongoing critique of the profession shines light on social work’s history of complicity
in racism and exclusion (Mullaly, 2007; Reisch, 2007). The dominant historic narrative of the
development of the social work profession erases the forms of social helping that influenced and
occurred outside of the actions of white social workers. Such erasure upholds a narrative of
white dominance, paternalism, and heteronormativity (Chapman & Withers, 2019).
Additionally, there is an inherent tension in social work as both a mechanism of social control
and conformity, and as a means for social liberation (Ehrenreich, 1985; Okun, 2010; Thompson,
2002; Walter et al., 2017). It has been argued that, historically, social work better met the needs
of businesses and professionals than of service users (Ehrenreich, 1985). As social work
evolved, it participated in “colonial civilizing missions, state formation, social welfare and
presently neoliberalism. . . . [And all the while,] white dominance has remained intact” (Kaur
Badwall, 2013, p. 128).
Euro-centric examples of community organizing, social advocacy, and helping remain
predominant in historic discussions of the field despite a long history of social work by people of
color (Peeples-Wilkins, 2006). Central to the professionalization of social work was the creation
of a space that legitimized white femininity. The role of white women at the time was one of
domesticity, wherein they were instruments of morality and social control (Rogin, 1988).
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Respectability of these women was defined and maintained through participation in population
reform and assimilation (Ehrenreich, 1985; Kaur Badwall, 2013; Roger, 1998; Walter et al.,
2017). This strategy for legitimization came with exclusionary tactics and an undercurrent of
paternalism toward services users, as revealed by a brief review of historic events. In the late
1800s, although the work of Jane Addams and the settlement house movement was formidable,
less often considered is the conformist intention behind it (Lasch, 1997; Reisch, 2007).
Moreover, these “settlement houses” served only European immigrants and excluded Black
people, Indigenous peoples, and individuals immigrating from non-European regions of the
world (e.g. China, Southeast Asia, Mexico) (Ngai, 2014; Reisch, 2007; Walter et al., 2017).
Through the Jim Crow era and into the mid-1900s, social work services perpetuated
racial segregation, promoting tenets of scientific racism and eugenics (Carten et al., 2016). PostWorld War I, the social work casework model shifted away from structural change and
addressed social problems at the individual level, further pathologizing individual traits and
blaming individuals for their struggles (Varghese, 2013). This period was one of “repression and
co-optation” (Ehrenreich, 1985, p. 47) that was fraught with nativism and racism, leading up to
the collusion of social workers in the implementation of Japanese-American internment camps
during World War II (Kaur Badwall, 2013). As segregation remained legally unchallenged until
1964, African American social service providers developed programs outside of, and with
separate funding from, programs serving European immigrants (Peeples-Wilkins, 2006; Reisch,
2007).
More recently and starting in the early 1980s, the rise of neoliberalism brought with it the
application of business practices to social service delivery, reducing federal funding support,
increasing privatization of services, and shifting emphasis from clinical process to quantifiable
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outcomes (Abramovitz, 2012; Blau & Abramovitz, 2010; Chapman & Withers, 2019; Kotz,
2015). This rippled into social work education and research, wherein positivist approaches, such
as quantitative randomized controlled studies, continued to be lauded as the gold standard.
Positivism endorses the idea of one objective truth, ignoring the “context of discovery,” or the
societal, power-imbued context within which knowledge is created and promoted (McCorkel &
Myers, 2003, p. 202; Okun, 2010). Innumerable critiques of the positivistic research approach
challenge this “objectivity.” In Thicker than Blood: How Racial Statistics Lie, Zuberi (2001, p.
xv) maps out the development of the statistical analysis of race and its inherent connection with
and perpetuation of “racial formulation and classification.” In the realm of decolonial
scholarship, theorists Adams and Salter (2019, p. 276) highlight:
[T]he scientific research enterprise . . . is an integral component of the
modern/colonial order that reflects and reproduces racial domination. . . . It
reflects racial domination to the extent that it privileges a modern epistemic
standpoint associated with the experiences of abstraction from sociohistorical
context, enabled by colonial expropriation of Others’ wealth and productive
capacity. . . . [It] reproduces racial domination by interpreting complex social
phenomena through the lens of a neoliberal individualist model of society . . . that
obscures the role of colonial violence in the production of modern society.
Critical race scholar Razack (1998) describes the study of individuals or groups viewed
as ‘different’ from whiteness as “the cornerstone of imperialism: the colonized possess a series
of knowable characteristics that can be studied, known, and managed accordingly by the
colonizers whose own complicity remains masked.”
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Deconstructing white supremacy involves challenging the social science focus on
studying individuals impacted by oppression, instead recognizing “settler colonialism as the
structure that requires their oppression” (Tuck & Guishard, 2013, p. 11). Tuck and Guishard
(2013, p. 12) point out that “settler colonial nation-states are typified by a kind of genteel
violence, in which the abject dispossession and dehumanization of non-white, notheteronormative people is so commonplace that it is practically invisible.” They (Tuck &
Guishard, 2013, p. 8) remind us that “decolonial research necessitates a posture of ethics that
frames discussions of ethics away from an emphasis on checklists that attempt to safeguard
individual rights and autonomy, toward conversations about relational, dialogical ethics in which
partnership, commitment, accountability, and social justice are central tenets.” Further, Fine
(1994, p. 72) highlights the importance of understanding and unpacking the function of the
“Other,” as “only when there is an Other can you know who you are.” Indeed, the “human or
social sciences are the backbone of the technologies that have emerged as instruments by which
the state can govern with minimal coercion, or when coercion is employed . . . human science
offers ways to support, ameliorate, disguise, and justify the state’s carceral machinery”
(Chambon et al., 1999, p. 8). The silencing of marginalized groups and voices (S. Almeida,
2015; Baffoe et al., 2014; Nadan et al., 2016; Torre, 2013; Yosso, 2005) results in the creation of
knowledge that is biased towards the “white, male, able-bodied, heterosexual standpoint . . .
[and] racist, colonial foundations of thought often persist” (Wagner & Yee, 2011, p. 92).
On the practice side, contemporary scholarship illuminates the challenges that the
neoliberal paradigm poses to sound clinical practice. Reduced individualized attention and the
prioritization of expediency over meaningful impact endorse conformity with dominant values
and rely more heavily on stereotyping (Abramovitz, 2012; Antonopoulou & Dervisi, 2009;
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Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Hair, 2015; Kaul, 2016; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Noble & Irwin,
2009; Strier & Binyamin, 2014; Todd et al., 2015). Moore (2014) considers it a political act to
reject neoliberal individualism and embrace interconnectedness. “It is deep within the interstices
of intimate and affective connection where our power lies. . . . We not only animate our
human/spiritual beingness but we also resist the commodification of our bodies, our
relationships, our struggles and our labor” (D. L. Moore, 2014). Equating individuals to
commodities and applying quantifiable measures to managing human industries—framed under
the umbrella of “innovation” —can be traced to North American slave plantation business
practices (Rosenthal, 2016). This connection deserves interrogation.
Finally, race-based disparities in predominantly social work-led arenas, such as mental
health treatment, child welfare, and access to social service benefits demonstrate contemporary
social work’s (perhaps inadvertent) complicity in structural racism (Carten et al., 2016; Walter et
al., 2017). The current mainstream response by social work to such disparities, as described
within the twelve “Grand Challenges,” is insufficient and falls under what Kendi (2019)
conceptualizes as an assimilationist policy. “Initiated by the American Academy of Social Work
and Social Welfare, the Grand Challenges for Social Work is a groundbreaking initiative to
champion social progress powered by science. It’s a call to action for all of us to work together
to tackle our nation’s toughest social problems” (emphasis in the original, American Academy of
Social Work and Social Welfare, 2018). These challenges drive funding, programming, and
research development within social work education and research-based institutions.
Titled “Achieve Equal Opportunity and Justice,” the 12th Grand Challenge discusses
“past and present prejudice, bias, and stigmatization . . . [that] has fostered deep inequality
throughout society,” such as in the domains of employment, housing, and education (Grand
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Challenges for Social Work: Achieve Equal Opportunity and Justice, 2018, p. 1). Systemic and
structural racism are not named. Instead, the cause of current racial inequality is described
primarily at the interpersonal level (e.g., stereotypes, unequal opportunity, and bias). The
sought-after goal is equal access and integration into current systems. This approach, while wellintended and potentially an incremental step, is non-transformative and thus short-sighted.
Racial equity, or just outcomes between groups, would be the true indication that oppression has
been dismantled (Stevenson, 2017). Equal access fails to account for the accumulated
advantages that systemic inequity has created over time, such as disproportionate accumulation
of wealth, access to high quality education, decision-making power, and political influence. The
inadequacy of the challenges for addressing racial inequity was brought up by academics via the
Society for Social Work and Research. They initiated and are championing a campaign to name
racism as the 13th Grand Challenge. “Although many of the scholarly papers that make up the
Grand Challenges underscore the need to include race and discrimination as variables, the
distinctiveness of racism as an overarching and causal factor is not captured within this collective
body of work” (Bartholomew et al., 2020).
As evidenced by the brief review in this chapter, the development and perpetuation of
anti-Black racism historically impacted and contemporarily shapes the social work profession.
Race evolved as a socio-political construct that, despite its artificial creation, meaningfully
impacts the experience of individuals in the US. The intentionality behind the creation of a
racial hierarchy—built upon land seizure, genocide, and chattel slavery—as well as the
sustenance of a system fueled by white supremacy help explain the origins and endurance of
race-based disparities. Only by addressing head on and eradicating this system is social equity
possible. In The Sum of Us: What Racism Costs Everyone and How We can Prosper Together,
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McGhee (2021, p. 289) makes the case for anti-racist efforts by describing the detriment that
racism has to all individuals in the US socially, politically, economically, and environmentally.
The author argues for cross-racial, cross-class solidarity to allow the US to become more than
“the sum of its disparate parts.” McGhee (2021, p. 288) argues, “[I]t is time to face our most
deep-seated [belief] . . . the great lie at the root of our nation’s founding was a belief in the
hierarchy of human value. And we are still there.” This call to action begs the question of where
social work resides in this effort. This review has exposed gaps in the empirical scholarship,
including how social work supervisors address racism in social work practice. The next chapter
explores how social work has attempted to grapple with inequality, discrimination, and racism.
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CHAPTER THREE
Literature Review
There is a large body of literature addressing issues of race, racism, and cultural
differences in social work, with fewer works focused specifically on social work supervision.
Much of the supervision scholarship is conceptual in nature, offering some practice frameworks
but lacking much supporting empirical evidence. The following review first discusses the
concept of cultural competence in social work and then focuses on tackling race and racism in
social work education, practice, and social work supervision. The section ends by highlighting
gaps in the literature on anti-racism supervision strategies, to which this study hopes to add.
Cultural Competence
Attendance to the diversity of service users first emerged in the social work literature 40
years ago (Jani et al., 2016). Initially aimed at gaining “knowledge about specific [cultural]
groups,” “cultural competence” now refers to a set of skills social work practitioners are
expected to enact in practice to work across differences in identity (Block et al., 2016; Cheng &
Lo, 2018; Conley et al., 2017; J. Harrison et al., 2016; Jani et al., 2016, pp. 311–312). Although
multiple definitions of cultural competence exist (Buddington & Esmail, 2017; Cushman et al.,
2015; Jani et al., 2016), the NASW defines it as “the process by which individuals and systems
respond respectfully and effectively to people of all cultures, languages, classes, races, religions,
ethnic backgrounds, and other diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values
the worth of individual, families, and communities and protects and describes the dignity of
each” (National Association of Social Workers, 2007 in Buddington & Esmail, 2017, p. 161).
According to this definition, the focus of cultural competence is on effective, culturally
appropriate engagement (via cultural awareness and knowledge) at the micro and meso levels
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(Levin-Keini & Shlomo, 2017). It fails to structurally assess individuals and communities,
which is seemingly necessary for transformative practice (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Danso, 2015;
Fisher-Borne et al., 2015; Olcoń, 2019). Some scholars have built upon the NASW definition
and incorporated critical thinking (as applied to the self by interrogating personal biases and
values and to approaches to service provision); social constructivism (social constructions of
systems of oppression based on prescribed aspects of identity, such as gender or race); and
consideration of power and oppression in cross-cultural alliances (Block et al., 2016; Buddington
& Esmail, 2017; Lusk et al., 2017). Fisher-Borne, Cain, and Martin (2015) call this enhanced
approach to cultural competency “cultural humility.”
In Education and Practice
There is great variance in how cultural competence is taught in social work education and
executed in clinical practice (Block et al., 2016; Buddington & Esmail, 2017; Hall & Theriot,
2016; Jani et al., 2016; Mollah et al., 2018; Walter et al., 2017). One self-reported survey given
to 123 undergraduate social work students measured the efficacy of a diversity course
curriculum. The findings supported the study’s central hypothesis that completion of the course
increased self-reported cultural competence (Block et al., 2016). A second quantitative study
surveyed 191 BSW/MSW students across one state’s public university system and found that
diversity training prior to school-based pedagogy was a greater predictor of demonstrated
competence, making the case to integrate “diversity” content across multiple social work courses
(Hall & Theriot, 2016). A grounded theory qualitative study with 64 BSW/MSW faculty and
students (who participated via focus groups) aimed to unearth a shared understanding of the
components of cultural competence, how to demonstrate such competence, and how to measure
outcomes of culturally-appropriate interventions. In contrast to the two studies above, this study
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illuminated flaws in the concept of cultural competence as ambiguous and problematically
placed outside of other clinical practice competencies. It also revealed how working across
differences is a process and not a competence capable of being measured through outcomes. In
addition, it revealed that the original goal of engendering social justice efforts had been lost in
the teaching of cultural competence (Jani et al., 2016).
Similarly, in a cross-sectional qualitative study with 20 Australian mental health
practitioners there was great inconsistency in practitioner operationalization of culturally
competent care (Mollah et al., 2018). With regards to supervision, a mixed methods study
surveyed 262 social workers about attributes of critical cultural competence and incompetence in
supervisors. This study offered examples of culturally incompetent supervisory behaviors (such
as microaggressions and invalidations), as well as supervisory best practices that reflected
privilege awareness and promoted “equality in the workplace by stripping the environment of
excessive and potentially toxic power” (Lusk et al., 2017, p. 473). Lusk et al. (2017) identify
inclusive supervisory strategies, such as cultural humility, individuation, and understanding the
culture and identity of staff and service users. Relatedly, Fisher-Borne, Cain, and Martin (2015)
offer a practice framework for cultural humility that includes accountability, critical reflection,
lifelong learning, and power analysis.
Measurement
There is no reliable or valid means to measure cultural competence, in part due to its
numerous conceptualizations (Buddington & Esmail, 2017; Jani et al., 2016). Many of the
measurement tools that exist involve self-reporting, which risks skewed findings due to social
desirability bias (Katz & Hoyt, 2014; Larson & Bradshaw, 2017). A quantitative survey of 64
college students from different ethnic backgrounds indicated that practitioners from different
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ethnic groups (defined as African American/Black, European, Latino/a, Asian) demonstrated
group-based differences in cultural competence, perhaps related to variants in prior exposure to
discrimination and oppression (Buddington & Esmail, 2017). This study represents a move
away from a Eurocentric approach of only measuring the competence of predominantly whiteidentified practitioners and their capacity to work with people of color.
Critiques of Cultural Competence
Critical social work. Critical social work theorists question mainstream social work’s
passive endorsement of white supremacy through tokenized symbols celebrating cultural and
ethnic difference within diversity claims (such as cultural competence models) and a
multicultural approach (Abrams & Gibson, 2007; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; S. E. Moore et al.,
2016; Nadan et al., 2016; Reisch, 2007; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018; W. F. Tolliver et al., 2016;
Wagner & Yee, 2011). Critical social work scholarship shares tenets of CRT but broadens the
focus to include multiple sources of oppression (e.g. sexism, heterosexism, classism,
nationalism, etc.) (Allan et al., 2003; Baines, 2011). A few practice frameworks fall under the
critical social work umbrella, including structural social work, just practice, anti-racism practice,
and anti-oppressive social work (Carten et al., 2016; Danso, 2015; Finn & Jacobson, 2008;
Mullaly, 2007; Noble, 2020; Rountree & Pomeroy, 2010; Strier & Binyamin, 2014; Thompson,
2002). To counter oppressive societal forces, scholars (Allan, 2009; Baines, 2011; Nadan et al.,
2016; Sefa Dei & Simmons, 2010; Wagner & Yee, 2011) recommend strategies such as
consciousness-raising (Jemal, 2017; Rountree & Pomeroy, 2010; Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005),
narrative deconstruction practices (Baffoe et al., 2014), power analyses (Jeffery, 2005), critical
racial discourse (Finch, 2016), critical reflexivity (Jeffery, 2005; Philip & Zavala, 2016), and
inter-group dialogue (Gross & Weiss, 2019; Gurin et al., 2015; Irizarry et al., 2016). These
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strategies offer opportunities for open discussion and analysis of the power dynamics inherent to
knowledge creation and access. There remains, however, obscurity around the application of
critical social work practice within clinical settings and in clinical supervision (Asakura &
Maurer, 2018; Irizarry et al., 2016; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013).
Anti-racism. Critics of anti-oppressive social work argue that to adequately address the
harms of racism it is essential that social work efforts align with transformative scholarship and
place race as central to social work inquiry (Finch, 2016; Hadden et al., 2016; Masocha, 2015;
W. F. Tolliver et al., 2016). Singh (2013) argues there is a danger to subsuming anti-racist
practice within anti-oppressive social work practice, as explicitly challenging racism then
becomes dampened or watered down. Abrams and Moio (2009) and Ortiz and Jani (2010) argue
for CRT tenets to be integrated into social work education. Hadden et. al. (2016) similarly
endorse centering race in social work research and warn against falsely equating racism with
other forms of oppression.
To be transformative, social workers must examine not only racist societal structures, but
also how racism is propagated within the profession (Finch, 2016; Otuyelu et al., 2016).
Wagner and Ying Yee (2011) suggest that the social work curriculum be a site of critical analysis
to determine the degree to which the content functions to maintain the status quo. A qualitative
study of racially diverse Canadian social workers interrogating whiteness (Jeffery, 2005)
uncovered the problematic interconnectedness of presumed innocence and goodness (of the
social worker) with dominance and structural violence. This suggests that it may be easier to do
good social work (as something to be mastered) than to be a good social worker (requiring
interrogation of how one might perpetuate a culture of racial domination). Solely doing
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“reproduces whiteness” (Goldberg, 2009; Jeffery, 2005, pp. 422–424; Kaur Badwall, 2013);
wherein, contractual commodification of self and other still exists (Binkley, 2016).
Addressing Race/Racism in Social Work Education
To address racism in social work education, a large body of conceptual literature is
directed at “unpacking” white privilege and oppression (Abrams & Gibson, 2007; Case, 2015;
Conley et al., 2017). Some additional scholarship offers practice frameworks specific to
applying anti-racism strategies within social work education (Fisher et al., 2017; Hardy, 2016;
Jeffery, 2005; S. Singh, 2013, 2014; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018; W. Tolliver & Burghardt, 2016;
Varghese, 2013). These works consider the importance of, efficacy of, and approaches to, antiracism pedagogy (Jemal & Bussey, 2018). The validity of anti-racism perspectives in social
work education lies in providing language for students around identifying and responding to
racism in various forms, including microaggressions and colorism (Case, 2015; Crutchfield &
Webb, 2018; Fisher et al., 2017; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018); developing critical awareness of,
or critical consciousness about, race-based oppression; and impacting interpersonal dynamics
through enhanced self-awareness and by addressing personal biases (E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; S.
Singh, 2014, p. 35). Yet, much of this content continues to situate whiteness at the center and as
the normative experience, running the risk of analyzing difference from a privileged vantage
point (Case, 2015; Conley et al., 2017; Greenberg et al., 2018; Hollinrake et al., 2019; Jeffery,
2005; Jeyasingham, 2012; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Padilla et al., 2019; S. Singh, 2014).
Moreover, social work schools struggle to connect pedagogy to clinical skills and address
racism within social work practice (Jeffery, 2005; Olcoń, 2019; Wiebe, 2010). Placing antiracism training content outside of core clinical curricula makes resistance to adopting the
approach less visible (Jeffery, 2005). Wagner and Ying Yee (2011) speak about how the
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perspectives of those in power are viewed as neutral when in fact white hegemony is promoted.
In a mixed-methods dissertation measuring the outcomes of anti-racist education on 36 social
work students (and eight faculty), Singh (2014) found that anti-racist education stops short of
exposing and challenging the perspective of racial superiority, a colonial mentality. In a
literature review examining critical social work approaches to addressing racism, Williams
(2008, p. 36) identified a “pervasiveness of the conscious and unconscious white supremacist
ideology in clinical training programs . . . , [emphasizing that] racial discrimination manifests in
many different forms in the power laden supervisory relationship.” Similarly, a more recent
scoping review of empirical literature on multicultural social work practice (Olcoń, 2019)
revealed service users’ experiences of race-based discrimination by social workers and
dissatisfaction with access to services. Olcoń (2019) found discriminatory practice was
mitigated by service users’ perceptions of clinician cultural competence (as demonstrated by
cultural humility, warmth, and active listening). Although culling from predominantly
descriptive research studies, this review pointed out the potential inadequacy of social work
education in preparing practitioners to move past stereotypes and biases in their service user
assessments (Olcoń, 2019). Without an in-depth power analysis of the intersecting systems of
oppression, and how clinical practice is both intertwined with and developed out of such
systems, such social work training is insufficient (Howard, 2018).
Addressing Race/Racism in Social Work Practice and Supervision
As introduced above, supervision is intended to be a space for clinical exploration and
support, professional development and growth, educational development, clinical enhancement
through the integration of theory with practice, critical evaluation, and administrative oversight
(Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Calvert et al., 2016; Cheon et al., 2009;
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Ellis et al., 2017; Kissil et al., 2013; Noble, 2020; O’Neill & del Mar Fariña, 2018; Pieterse,
2018; Varghese et al., 2018). Since “the racialized positions of the clinician or client impact the
clinical encounter,” race consciousness and intentional investigation of race and power dynamics
prove critical (Berger et al., 2018; O’Neill & del Mar Fariña, 2018; Pender Greene & Levine,
2016; Pieterse, 2018; Varghese, 2013, p. 33). Directed at the dynamics between clinical
supervisors and supervisees, much of the scholarly literature exists in the fields of psychology
and counseling (Calvert et al., 2016; Cheon et al., 2009; T. C. Davis, 2017; De Stefano et al.,
2017; Falender et al., 2013; Hardy, 2016; Ivers et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2017; Pieterse, 2018).
The majority of psychology and counseling research employs a multicultural paradigm (Cheon et
al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Falender et al., 2013; Ivers et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2017;
Pieterse, 2018). Similar to cultural competency, such an approach stresses the value of learning
about and managing cultures that are “different” from the dominant, white cultural standpoint
(Ivers et al., 2017; Nadan et al., 2016). Emphasis is on bridging prospective cultural gaps, or
cross-racial supervision, between predominantly white-identified supervisors and supervisees of
color (Berger et al., 2018; Cheon et al., 2009; Hair, 2015; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Pieterse,
2018; Rasmussen & Garran, 2019). What follows are summaries of some major themes found in
the literature.
Multiculturalism
As with cultural competency, the multicultural framework is criticized for essentializing
culture. Its focus on individual beliefs fails to account for the impact of power structures and
systemic factors on individuals and communities, and “reinforce[s]…the norms of dominant
culture” through a deficit lens (Gross & Weiss, 2019; Hair, 2015; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009;
Kaul, 2016, p. 14; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Tisman & Clarendon, 2018). This stops short of
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steering “social workers to actualized social justice in their practice” (Hair, 2015, p. 351).
Moreover, multiculturalism implies that differences on an individual or cultural level can be
managed and strategies for management can be mastered (as a competence), all without
critiquing the dominant positionality of whiteness (Goldberg, 2009; Gross & Weiss, 2019;
Jeffery, 2005; Kaur Badwall, 2013). A quantitative survey of 153 foreign-born therapists
indicated the importance of addressing cultural differences and cultural conflicts in enhancing
counselor self-efficacy. This, however, was greatly dependent on the supervisor’s degree of
“multicultural competence” (Kissil et al., 2013, p. 192). An Internet-based, randomized selfreport survey of 221 counseling students produced similar results, echoing the importance of
supervisory multicultural competence (Crockett & Hays, 2015).
Cross-racial Alliances
The literature dives more deeply into work across racial differences under the auspices of
cross-racial therapeutic alliances (Ivers et al., 2017; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Maurer, 2016;
Rasmussen & Garran, 2019). It also aims to address racial micro-aggressions stemming from
bias in supervision or in the therapeutic milieu (Aeby et al., 2017; T. C. Davis, 2017; Dover,
2016; Ellis et al., 2017; Hardy, 2016; Houshmand et al., 2017; Hunn et al., 2015; Ivers et al.,
2017; Pieterse, 2018; Torino, 2015). Attention is paid to the power dynamics in supervision and
the impact of biased experiences on professional development, clinician self-efficacy, and work
with service users (De Stefano et al., 2017; Falender et al., 2013; Kissil et al., 2013). In a
qualitative dissertation, Davis (2017) brought voice to the lived experience of counseling
supervisees of color who were enduring racial bias within the clinical supervision setting.
Similarly, a phenomenological qualitative study with 18 recent MSW graduates and current
MSW students of color explored the “subjective experience related to racial/ethnic similarity and
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difference in the therapeutic process” (Greenberg et al., 2018, p. 60). This study revealed the
nuanced and complex nature of culture and identity by highlighting the impact of
intersectionality; language concordance/discordance; how similarities and differences impact
engagement; assumptions that arise based on perceived provider ethnicity; and strategies
providers use to work across differences (Greenberg et al., 2018).
Cultural Consciousness
There is an emerging body of literature on how to effectively engage in culturallyconscious social work supervision. For example, scholars suggest ways to use a critical lens to
address power differentials in the supervisory dyad in an effort to power share and cultivate trust
while seeking to understand, rather than ignore, differences (Berger et al., 2018; Hair &
O’Donoghue, 2009; Irizarry et al., 2016; Noble & Irwin, 2009; O’Neill & del Mar Fariña, 2018).
Addressing intersectional identity within supervision, with attention to areas of privilege, is
recommended as a best practice (Phillips et al., 2017). Working from a strengths perspective,
with cultural humility, respecting the uniqueness of each individual, and cultivating an
understanding of various cultures, are identified as supervisory competencies (Lusk et al., 2017).
Social Constructionism
A social constructionist approach to supervision has the potential to offer a more nuanced
means for understanding social identities and difference than the multiculturalism approach
(Finch, 2016; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Weld, 2012). According to Hair and O’Donoghue
(2009, p. 79), social constructionism “suggests that ideas, stories, and narratives that identify
individuals and communities are flexible, relational, and co-constructed using multiple
viewpoints, different voices, and various approaches to knowledge.” They provide two
examples of social constructivist supervision models in the New Zealand context (Hair &
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O’Donoghue, 2009). Based on findings from a literature review, Noble and Irwin (2009) argue
that, due to the increased managerial focus on agency oversight, social workers are creating
learning spaces in the community or paying for clinical supervision outside of their workplace.
To counter this trend, they advocate for a social constructionist supervisory approach (Noble &
Irwin, 2009).
Social constructionism takes into consideration how dominant narratives become
accepted as truth but are instead expressions of societal power dynamics. Learning and
knowledge-building are seen as bidirectional, collaborative, and co-constructed within a
transparent process (Berger et al., 2018). This approach includes the application of critical
reflection in supervision sessions to examine clinical engagement strategies (Irizarry et al.,
2016); attending to power dynamics and areas of social control (Walter et al., 2017), such as
within the supervisory relationship and other relational spaces (worker/service user,
worker/organization, worker/community); and, valuing different learning styles, the needs of the
supervisor, and the needs of the staff (Berger et al., 2018; Falender et al., 2013).
Reflexivity
As alluded to above, reflexivity (or critical self-examination) is offered as a strategy to
counter harmful race-based dynamics within social work practice (Asakura & Maurer, 2018;
Berger et al., 2018; Case, 2015; Goodyear, 2014; Ivers et al., 2017; Pieterse, 2018; Varghese et
al., 2018). For reflexivity to meaningfully impact practice, however, clinician self-inquiry needs
to confront and disrupt practices that stem from and perpetuate oppressive discourses (Jeffery,
2005; Malamed, 2021). If, when interrogating the self, the reflexive individual situates
themselves outside the racist system, then critiquing the system and one’s interconnectedness
gets lost (Jeyasingham, 2012). An exploratory, mixed-method survey of 636 predominantly
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white Canadian social workers highlighted the importance of creating space in supervision to
discuss clinician and service-user identity; explore concerns around inequity and racial
oppression; and cultivate strategies to enact just practice, leveraging clinical reflection and
reflexivity (Hair, 2015).
When such discussions occur, supervisees report greater job satisfaction and enriched
relationship-building with service users and colleagues (Cheon et al., 2009; Crockett & Hays,
2015; Falender et al., 2013; Greenberg et al., 2018; Ivers et al., 2017; Kaul, 2016; Phillips et al.,
2017; Pieterse, 2018). Additionally, supervisees build critical thinking skills around power
dynamics within social work and in service user interactions, as well as opportunities to
challenge oppressive professional discourse and research approaches (Hair, 2015; Irizarry et al.,
2016; Varghese et al., 2018). This creates the potential to interrupt social work practices that
reinforce “dominance and compliance” of service users (Hair, 2015, p. 351). Pieterse (2018, pp.
207–208) offers a series of prompts culled from anti-racism training literature aimed at
cultivating racial self-awareness in supervisors to better position them to address racial dynamics
with supervisees. Similarly, O’Neill and del Mar Fariña (2018, pp. 304–306) propose a six-part
supervisory framework for engaging in critical dialogue, which include: setting an intention to
engage in critical conversation; “tuning in” to reflect on personal intersecting identities in
relation to the clinical discussion; ensuring scaffolding (particularly the allotment of sufficient
time) and parameters are in place to facilitate the critical conversation; engaging in the dialogue
with supervisory attention to interactional dynamics, reflective observations, the naming of
power dynamics at play, and linking clinical details to broader power structures; bringing closure
to the conversation through recognition of what took place; and reflecting on the dialogue. The
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challenge is to engage in reflexivity without reinscribing innocence (whiteness) while examining
negative moments in practice (Kaur Badwall, 2013).
Social Justice Pedagogy
Asakura and Maurer (2018) advocate for social work supervision to be a site for the
application of social justice pedagogy. They underscore the dearth of operational strategies in
the social work literature and demonstrate how much of the existing scholarship is suggestive
and conceptual. Asakura and Maurer (2018) emphasize three tactics to operationalize social
justice pedagogy within supervision: attending to power differentials within social work practice
and supervision (e.g., identity and biases); critical reflection of societal power dynamics entering
social work practice; and advocacy outside of the practice space. Asakura and Maurer (2018)
suggest that this model can be adapted to each supervisory context and applied flexibly, but it is
contingent on a strong supervisory relationship (see also Goodyear, 2014). Similarly, as
described in the first chapter, Lee and Kealy (2018) offer a four-component supervision
framework that connects social justice and social work practice via supervision. Anti-oppressive
and trauma-informed supervision training content suggests the importance of “incorporate[ing]
discussions of oppression, privilege, and identity into supervision; monitor[ing] staff well-being,
with an eye towards current events; encourage[ing] individual and team level self-care; [and]
cultivat[ing] healthy team dynamics.” Such supportive practices are possible when the
supervisory power dynamics are attended to via clear boundaries, roles, decision-making
structures, expectations, and communication, coupled with “meaningful opportunities for staff
input and voice” (Barrow & Obasaju, 2017).
Additionally, Noble (2020, pp. 508–509) advocates for “critical thinking” within
supervision, toward:
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[C]reating ‘big picture’ practitioners, who see and consider surrounding contexts
of their practice and the broader context in which organisations function, services
users live, practitioners work and the interplay within and among them. Moving
the lens from the immediate circumstances of their practice to the wider ‘webs of
connection’ to see all influencing dynamics in play enables . . . understanding the
nature of oppression, both their own and that of others and how the knowledge
created from this analytical lens might free them from the dominant hegemony
that both perpetuates and supports their oppression.
Noble (2020, p. 509) suggests applying a pedagogical approach inspired by the work of
bell hooks. This method overlays a critical lens to interpret “helping relationships,” the
embedded power dynamics within those relationships and between supervisor/supervisee, and a
critique of the content of and tactics used within supervision sessions. The pedagogical tools
recommended include “issue-based and solution-focused learning . . . , critical incidents analysis,
critical reading of case notes . . . , constructionist learning and using narratives including
autobiographical texts, journaling, storytelling, talking circles . . . , and other creative artistry.”
All of these approaches require moving away from the conceptualization of the supervisor as
expert (Berger et al., 2018; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Ivers et al., 2017).
Critical Race Consciousness of the Supervisor
A barrier to building anti-racism practice skills can be the degree of race consciousness
held by the supervisor (Jemal, 2016). When supervisors lack knowledge of, or training to
address, racial oppression, their capacities to interrogate dynamics of racism in the work is
hindered (Berger et al., 2018; Greenberg et al., 2018; Kaul, 2016). A recent review of the
literature (Berger et al., 2018) and quantitative survey of 132 psychology doctoral students
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(Phillips et al., 2017) indicated that white-identified supervisors in same-race dyads are less
likely to bring issues of race and racism into the supervisory dialogue when compared with
supervisors of color. This held true across other identity metrics such as gender identity and
sexual orientation (Phillips et al., 2017). A consequence of such avoidance is the covert
silencing of anti-racism discourse (Berger et al., 2018; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Pieterse,
2018; Varghese et al., 2018). This silencing obscures the political dimensions of, and power
dynamics in, the work (Nadan et al., 2016). Contemporary literature reviews (Falender et al.,
2013), conceptual practice frameworks (Howard, 2018; Ivers et al., 2017; Varghese et al., 2018),
and empirical studies (Kissil et al., 2013; Phillips et al., 2017) point to the urgency to provide
supervisors training in engaging with supervisees regarding various aspects of identity.
The Impact of Organizational Context
Context matters for either promoting or restricting the exploration of racism and racial
equity in social work practice (Greenberg et al., 2018; Pender Greene, 2007; Pender Greene &
Levine, 2016). Austerity measures, privatization of social services, and increased managerialism
stemming from neoliberalism, place greater emphasis on work efficiency, performance
measures, and outcome metrics in social work practice (Abramovitz, 2012; Antonopoulou &
Dervisi, 2009; Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Davys et al., 2017; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Noble &
Irwin, 2009; Strier & Binyamin, 2014; Todd et al., 2015). These emphases limit clinical
discretion through higher caseloads, increased documentation requirements, and heightened
attention to data reporting (Kaul, 2016).
Enhanced administrative demands blur the roles of manager and supervisor. As a result,
business management skills are sought in supervisors, placing less importance on clinical
enhancement and professional development (Hair, 2015; Noble & Irwin, 2009; Strier &
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Binyamin, 2014). This shift of focus marginalizes the pedagogic aspect of supervision (Noble &
Irwin, 2009). Some supervisors may see addressing social justice in practice as outside of their
perceived purview (Asakura & Maurer, 2018). A qualitative study of white-identified social
workers found that organizations that lack an outwardly anti-racism approach will buttress
dominant cultural norms and perpetuate racism (Kaul, 2016). More challenging, even in
organizations attempting to address issues of race and bias, covert biases and blind spots persist
(Walter et al., 2017).
Gaps in the Literature
No comprehensive systemic review of cross-cultural supervision exists in the literature
(E. Lee & Kealy, 2018). Further, there is no comprehensive, universal means to evaluate the
quality of supervision (Davys et al., 2017; Falender et al., 2013). Anti-racism pedagogical
content insufficiently addresses integrating explorations of race and racism into social work
practice, let alone supervision. “Complex practices of critical thinking and the development of
an analytics of racial domination” do not fit into a “tool kit” or competency model (Jeffery, 2005,
p. 422). Strategies to “problematize and politicize multicultural discourse” (Nadan et al., 2016,
p. 375) and empirical evidence to support the efficacy and applicability of various models for
supervision (Asakura & Maurer, 2018; E. Lee & Kealy, 2018) are needed. In addition, research
fails to address supervisors’ accountability in confronting issues of power and racism within
practice (Kaul, 2016). Besides the lack of empirical studies of what works, the literature is
limited with regard to specific tactics for supervisors of all racial/ethnic identities to interrupt
racism within social work practice (Walter et al., 2017). This study adds empirical data to this
growing body of scholarship by capturing such strategies, coupled with the supervisors’
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perceptions of effectiveness. Additionally, unearthing strategies for anti-racism supervision
builds capacity for interrupting racism in social work practice more broadly.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Methodology
This research was exploratory, given little is known about strategies employed by selfidentified anti-racist supervisors to interrupt the culture of whiteness in social work practice.
The objectives of this study were to interrogate the potential misalignment between the
professional mandate to engage in anti-racist practice and actual social work practice, and to
address and interrupt the experience of harm (or reduce the likelihood of harm) to service users
stemming from racially-oppressive practice. This study employed a constructivist grounded
theory approach (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018), which allowed for the generation of a
theory from the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Walker & Myrick, 2006). Constructivist grounded
theory invites comparing and contrasting participant content so that “constant comparison and
capturing of multiple perspectives” enables knowledge development (Charmaz, 2014; HowardPayne, 2016, p. 57). Applying a constructivist lens considers the role of context, history, and the
experience of reality as defined by participants (Howard-Payne, 2016). Constructivism also
acknowledges the co-creation of knowledge between the researcher and the participants,
highlighting the pivotal role the researcher plays in deciding which content is emphasized and
which is removed (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018; K’Meyer & Crothers, 2007). This
stresses researcher “critical reflexivity and sense of humility” (Hoshmand, 2005, p184). The
researcher’s identity, the power dynamics inherent to the data collection method, the intended
audience, and the stated purpose of the study all affect the findings.
Grounded theory “is constructed at the level of practice…and of power” allowing
participants to be engaged in critical “power sensitive conversations” (Fine & Vanderslice, 1992,
p. 205). Constructivist grounded theory aligns with the aim of the transformative worldview that
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engages actionable research toward a socially just goal. Developed by Donna Mertens (Cram &
Mertens, 2015; 2007, 2012), the transformative framework challenges practitioners to place
social justice as the guiding ethical principle in research and practice. This framework grew out
of emancipatory methods, in response to a plentitude of research about marginalized groups that
failed to address changing the systems that create marginalization. Mertens (2007, 2012)
highlighted the importance of community involvement and voice for societal transformation to
occur, and the obligation of practitioners to play a role in change-making through social and
political action. The transformative framework was a useful anchor for this study because it
centers inquiry around that which is actionable. More specifically, this study homed in on the
ways that supervision interfaces with the performativity of whiteness in social work practice.
The research question was:
1. What strategies do self-identified anti-racist social work supervisors employ to
disrupt racism within social work practice?
a. What strategies do supervisors perceive as effective and why?
Participant Criteria
This nationwide study sought out current or former social work supervisors who selfidentified as operating from an anti-racist framework in their social work supervision. A
national sample was proposed to leave room for regional differences, while not presuming
differential experience as a supervisor based on geographic region. Given little was known
about this phenomenon, social work supervisors were the unit of analysis, and for the purposes
of this discussion, social work supervisors were defined as social work-trained individuals tasked
with organizing, directing, overseeing, supporting, and reviewing the work of social workers.
Social work supervision was not limited to the supervision of social work staff in traditionally
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“clinical” roles, but included supervision of staff engaged in micro-, meso-, and/or macro-level
practice, host settings, and social work-specific organizations, as well as the supervision of social
work students. It was anticipated that social work supervisors had common experiences despite
practice setting differences and that there might be value in not limiting the sample to a particular
type of setting. The pilot study data (discussed below) supported practice setting agnosticism, as
analogous themes emerged across participants working in a range of organizations. In addition,
this study was inclusive of white-identified and supervisors of color to make space for
commonalities and differences to surface, while not assuming shared experiences based solely on
racial/ethnic positionality/identity.
This intentionally broad scope (type of practice setting in which social work supervision
occurred, type of social work practice for which supervision was provided, and supervisor
racial/ethnic self-identity) aimed to underscore constant elements or shared experiences across
settings, practices, and identity groups, which allowed for more the comparative analysis that is
foundational to the grounded theory approach. Purposeful sampling was used for recruitment, as
it facilitates intentional identification of individuals best suited to bring light to the phenomenon
in question (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The actual number of participants was dependent on the
thickness and richness of data (Charmaz, 2014).
Study Pilot
After completion of an application and approval from Hunter College, CUNY’s
Institutional Review Board (#2019-0556), the author carried out a pilot study. The pilot
informed the methodology of this study, including the recruitment strategies, sampling decisions
(outreach modality and participant criterion), and instrumentation for semi-structured interviews.
The findings of the pilot demonstrated the feasibility of the larger study.

67

Subject Recruitment
Initial recruitment for this study occurred via email outreach. Potential participants were
identified through affiliation with professional groups and listservs that aligned with anti-racist,
anti-oppressive, and/or radical practice. The majority of participants responded to the IRBapproved recruitment flier posted on the Radical Social Work listserv and initial follow up
occurred via email. Additional prospective participants (as well as the majority of participants of
color) came from snowball sampling, in which the author asked active participants to refer any
individuals similarly engaged in anti-racism supervisory efforts (for snowball sampling flier, see
Appendix D). Because the goal was thick description rather than generalizable findings, this
sampling strategy yielded meaningful results (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Walker & Myrick, 2006).
Once identified, participants were screened via email working from the eligibility
screening script (see Appendix B) to confirm that:
•

the participant self-identified as being an anti-racist supervisor (current or former);

•

the participant served or had served in a social work supervisory position for two or more
years; and

•

the participant’s supervision was of direct social work staff (unless supervision of
managers focused on the supervision of direct staff).

Interviews were voluntary and participants found eligible were enrolled using the consent
form in Appendix E. During the consent process and to encourage retention, participants were
asked to engage in an initial interview and follow up interview, when feasible (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
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The Sample
Fifteen participants engaged in this study. All fifteen completed an initial interview (for
two participants, the initial interview extended over two sessions). The participants defined the
modality in which the initial interviews would occur, and each interview lasted between 30
minutes and two hours. Of the fifteen initial interviews, eight were completed in-person (at the
location of the participant’s choice), five by phone, and two via videoconference. All
participants agreed to have the interviews recorded. In this initial group, ten of the participants
identified as white and five identified as Black/African American. Fourteen of the participants
identified as cis-gender female, and one as cis-gender male. (Participant demographics, career
stage, practice settings, and MSW teaching/field instruction affiliation is set forth in more detail
in Chapter Five.) There was an extended delay between the time of the initial interview and the
follow up interview, due to the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, follow up
outreach to participants occurred nearly 12 months later than anticipated. In spite of this
unprecedented disruption, when follow-up outreach occurred to complete second interviews,
thirteen of the original fifteen participants responded. Of the thirteen who responded, twelve
scheduled follow-up interviews. Eleven of the twelve follow-up interviews occurred via phone
and one via videoconference (in-person meetings were not possible due to COVID-19
restrictions at the time). The follow up interview group was proportionate to the initial group
based on racial/ethnic identity, but not gender identity. Eight of the participants identified as
white cis-gender females, and four identified as Black/African American cis-gender females.
Study Data
The sources of data for this study included the semi-structured participant interviews
(initial and follow up), interview memos, and analytical memos.
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Data Collection Methods
The majority of data was obtained through semi-structured interviews with participants
via in-person and/or remote interviewing (videoconference/phone). Remote interviewing
allowed for the inclusion of participants from a wider geographic range, provided participants
(both local and distant) more flexibility around timing, and required less time overall from the
participants for participating in the research (King et al., 2019). This became a critical option,
given the limitations placed on the research due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As indicated
above, all interviews were recorded to ensure accuracy of the findings. Interview recordings
were reviewed by the author and anonymised (removing any identifiers) during the initial
transcription process. The author composed interview memos directly after each interview to
capture the details of the experience not captured in the interview transcripts such as non-verbal
communication, energetic shifts, interpersonal dynamics, and contextual details. In addition,
interview memos became a space for researcher reflexivity around use of self, impact of
researcher identity on the process, and feelings or thoughts that arose during the interview
(Charmaz, 2014). During data coding and analysis, and throughout theoretical development, the
author composed analytical memos to document findings, deconstruct coding strategies, and
describe decision-making logic (Charmaz, 2014).
Instrumentation
The final interview guide is included as Appendix C. The interview questions evolved as
conceptual findings emerged and to assist with data comparison. Through the grounded theory
data analysis process, interview questions were refined to account for positionality of
participants, contextual elements, and the type of supervisees supervised by the participants. The
main questions asked included: how the participants defined and related to anti-racism; what led
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them to practice from an anti-racist framework; transformational experiences related to race; how
they identified strategies, and what strategies they used, to disrupt racism in social work practice;
experiences of efficacy and inefficacy related to these strategies; the impact of organizational
context on their supervision/practice; and advice for new anti-racist supervisors. All questions
were posed as open-ended questions, with the hope of getting at strategies the participants
employed to disrupt racism in social work practice.
Data Analysis
Employing a grounded theory method of data analysis allowed for the discovery and
conceptualization of strategies, actions, and definitions of reality by the participants. It also
offered a useful and efficient scaffolding for coding and theory development (Charmaz, 2014).
The author cycled between collecting and analyzing data, such that data findings would inform
future interviews (Padgett, 2008). Conceptualizations of the culture of whiteness and
performativity functioned as sensitizing concepts in the analysis. Throughout the process, the
author created analytical memos that provided a space to track and synthesize the coding
process, initially by defining codes and then by adapting codes toward the development of a
theoretical framework. These memos provided an opportunity to identify and reflect on
alignment and variance between participant experiences.
Constructivist grounded theory data analysis employs four levels of inductive coding:
open (line-by-line), focused (or selective), axial, and theoretical (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Padgett, 2008). Anonymized transcripts were initially uploaded into Atlas.ti to
organize the data as the interviews were completed. The author first reviewed each transcript
and corresponding interview memo. Then the author began line by line coding, with attention to
action codes (or gerunds). This is a recommended approach by Charmaz (2014) to encourage a
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focus on the process in which the participants engaged (Stillman, 2012). Line-by-line coding
concentrated on the descriptions within each line of data, but also created the opportunity to
identify convergences and divergences within the text. The next step of focused coding involved
pinpointing recurrent line-by-line codes that best captured significant trends and patterns within
the data (Charmaz, 2014). For example, line-by-line and focused coding yielded codes such as
being real, defined as when the supervisor was honest with staff about their own missteps or was
being more candid with staff; challenging supervisees, defined as when the supervisor pushed
back on their staff regarding issues of race toward the goal of developing their race
consciousness; and offering support that is gentle but firm, defined as when the supervisor
communicated in a compassionate manner with staff but still aimed to push the staff person to
evolve their perspective.
As analysis evolved, the use of schemas (or “identifying conditions, actions, and
consequences”), was employed to aid in conceptualizing groupings and relationships toward
theory development (Padgett, 2008, p. 158). Axial coding occurred when focused codes were
assembled into larger categories, and the components of those categories were delineated,
described, and compared (Charmaz, 2014). For example, the aforementioned focused codes
rolled up into the category external strategies and tactics with supervisees. External strategies
and tactics with supervisees describes the approaches that supervisors took to address racism and
bias and to cultivate the race consciousness of their staff. With the initial axial codes identified,
the author engaged in theoretical coding, in which the codes were combined and essential themes
of the findings recognized (Charmaz, 2014). To continue the example, the category external
strategies and tactics with supervisees contrasted with internal strategies on self (defined as the
intrapsychic and psychoeducational work the supervisors did within themselves to continue to
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develop their anti-racist practice). Both categories, however, fell within the meta category of
strategies and tactics within the broader conceptual framework.
Data analysis continued with the addition of data from the follow-up interviews and input
from participants via member checking. Member checking occurred within the second semistructured interview. Participants were provided a PDF version of the initial theoretical
conceptualization in advance of the second interview. This format and approach were
appropriate for the participants given their professional and educational familiarity with
theoretical content. Toward the end of the second interview, the author reviewed the initial
theoretical findings and asked for participant feedback on any errors, gaps, accuracies, or
inaccuracies. Member checking proved to be a fruitful exercise, as most participants provided
insights into the document, and it created an opportunity for more information gathering. For
example, participants noted how the document “resonated” and “mapped out their journey.”
They also remarked how the internal and external work within the strategies and tactics category
created a continuous feedback loop. Member checking in this manner was a means for
participants to engage in the data analysis process, without assuming there was a “fixed truth” to
be confirmed by the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Padgett, 2008). Figure 1 reflects the
preliminary theoretical conceptualization of the findings with input from participants via member
checking and input via dissertation faculty.
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Strategies/Tactics:

Context:

Conditions:

What strategies/tactics do these
supervisors use to engage in anti-racist
supervision and disrupt racism?

What societal, organizational,
communal, and personal attributes
of supervisors contribute to antiracist supervision practices?

What led supervisors to
engage in anti-racist
supervision?

•
•

Racist Society

•

• Personal and
professional
experiences
• Trainings
• Exposure
• Personal
Identity (who
they are in
the world)

•
•
•
•

Region
Socio-political
dynamics
Global Pandemic
Global uprisings
about racism

Organizational
Context

•
•
•

Leadership
Staffing
composition
Openness to
anti-racism
tenets
Services
provided
Service user
base
Mission

Personal
Attributes

Metrics of identity
Personal values
History
Career stage
Upbringing
Unconscious/biases

•
•

•

•
•

Connection to likeminded people
Space for
exploration,
inspiration,
accountability, and
learning

•

Effectiveness
and
Ineffectiveness
in disrupting
racism/racial
bias

Intrapsychic
Exposure to content

External work with
service users
Authentic relationship
Open communication

External work with
supervisees/interns
/students (See Figure 2)

Interlocking systems of
oppression
•
•
•
•
•
•

Internal work on
self

•
•

Community/
Collectivity

Consequences:
What are the consequences of
these supervisors engaging in
anti-racist supervision?

Continuous
process of how
the internal work
informs the
external work
which then feeds
back into the
internal work
Need for
community
connection/collec
tivity to mitigate
burnout

•
•
•
•

Inaction

As demonstrated by or
experienced by
supervisees
As demonstrated or
experienced by service
users
As challenged or
propagated by the
organization or institution
Within the broader
profession (e.g.,
professional
organizations, institutions
of higher education)

Impact moderated by supervisor
training/consciousness/unconscious
attributes/insight and organizational
variables

Figure 1
Evolution of Theoretical Coding after Member-Checking Process

Although the analysis evolved beyond this figure, the exercise of mapping out,
discussing, and reviewing initial theorizing allowed for theoretical refinement, reflection, making
visible unseen blind spots, and propelling the research process forward. The findings are
discussed in depth in Chapters Five and Six.
Trustworthiness and Credibility
To ensure trustworthiness and credibility, the author engaged in member checking and
faculty mentor debriefing (Charmaz, 2014; Padgett, 2008). An audit trail was kept of research
design, data collection, sampling, and data management decisions, as well as the steps of data
analysis and reporting (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Padgett, 2008) . In addition, credibility was
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enhanced by prolonged engagement with the majority of participants for approximately one year
and a half, with two (and for one participant, three) points of contact.
Member checking. As introduced above, member checking afforded the opportunity for
participants to review analytical findings throughout the research process to confirm, clarify, or
refute the author’s conceptualizations of the data. It also invited the participants further into the
research process by demystifying the theoretical development and offering them a sense of what
was being done with their contributions.
Faculty mentor debriefing. Faculty mentor debriefing provided a space for the author to
be challenged, for blind spots to be revealed, for methods to be refined, and for theoretical
development to be enhanced. Throughout the iterative process of coding, data collection, and
analysis, the author’s faculty mentor offered invaluable feedback around presumptions being
made, conclusions that lacked grounding in the data, ways to improve the flow of findings to be
accessible to the reader, and opportunities to go back to the data for theoretical direction. This
process afforded more researcher reflexivity, prompting reflection on potential biases, missed
opportunities, and steps that required further attention in the research process.
Researcher Positionality
The author came to this work with a decade of experience as a social work supervisor
who identifies as a cisgender white female and who aims to engage in transformative supervision
driven by anti-racism and anti-oppression tenets. The author completed extensive training in
anti-racism and anti-bias practice, developed and facilitated trainings for social work supervisors
on anti-racism in social work practice, engaged in prior qualitative research around disrupting
white supremacy in the helping professions, and currently partners with scholars on research
aimed at developing anti-racist/anti-oppressive/liberatory social work practice. One intricacy
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related to the role of researcher was how the author’s identity impacted data collection and
analysis. The author’s own whiteness was in the room (literal or virtual) with the participants.
Some white participants intimated a potential false affinity with the author—as evidenced by
affirming statements such as “you know.” In contrast, there were moments with Black/African
American participants where the author sensed they may be sanitizing their responses to not
cause offense or trigger ‘white fragility.’ Constructivism posits that research knowledge is cocreated—it is an interactional and relational “product.” The impact of the author’s identity, and
how the author’s lens and experiences colored the data, is hard to quantify but assuredly
impacted the data collection and analysis processes (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018;
K’Meyer & Crothers, 2007).
Ethical Issues
Some ethical considerations included ensuring informed consent and maintaining
confidentiality of the data given the use of electronic storage. To ensure informed consent, after
agreeing to participate, the author arranged a time to meet with the participants in a confidential
location of their choice or via remote interviewing (videoconference/phone). Private meeting
space was available for students at the CUNY Graduate Center campus and was used for some of
the in-person interviews. A copy of the consent form was provided to the participants in advance
of the initial interview. During the initial meeting, the author first walked through the consent
form step-by-step and answered any questions. As participation was voluntary, the participants
reserved the right to not participant or discontinue involvement at any point, at which time the
records/recordings/transcripts would be deleted. Using the CUNY IRB template, the consent
form provided thorough details as to the research process, potential risks of participating, the
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benefits of participating, the expectations of all parties, the steps taken to maintain
confidentiality, and the process for recourse by the participants, if applicable.
Regarding confidentiality, the author followed strict guidelines to protect the data and to
preclude breaches in confidentiality, including storing all signed consent documents separate
from the participants’ data and in the faculty advisor’s locked office; solely using the graduate
center email system for all communications and deleting all emails after participation ended;
completing the recordings using software on the author’s password protected personal computer
(secured with McAfee Endpoint Protection for Mac virus/malware/spyware protection; locked
with firmware [backdoor]; and with an encrypted drive with FireVault—all installed by CUNY
IT staff in February 2017) with only the author having access to the computer password; storing
all recordings and transcripts as password protected files on the author’s personal computer
(audio recordings were permanently deleted from the author’s computer after transcription was
completed); de-identifying the transcripts (although not infallible, greatly reduced the likelihood
that the participants would be identified by the data content); and reporting out findings from the
study without identifying information to minimize the likelihood that participant identity would
be revealed).
The next section moves into the findings from this study. Limitations of the
methodology are folded into the limitations section within the final chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Engaging in Anti-Racist Supervision
As outlined in the first chapter, the research question driving this study is: what strategies
self-identified anti-racist social work supervisors employ to disrupt racism within social work
practice. Embedded within this question are the supervisors’ perspectives on their perceived
efficacy, with whom they believe to be efficacious, and how they define success. The fifteen
participants in this study all received their master’s in social work and experienced the majority
of their social work practice experience in the same large metropolitan region in the Northeastern
US. As described in Chapter Four, ten of the participants identified as white and five identified
as Black or African American. Fourteen of the participants identified as cis-gender female, and
one as cis-gender male. Most of the participants described the point in their social work career
as being mid-career and served as MSW field instructors within their current practice. Table 1
outlines the participant demographics and includes details on the practice settings in which the
participants supervised social work staff and/or social work interns. One third of the participants
practiced in a healthcare setting, and one third engaged in private practice outside of their main
social work position (for only one participant was psychotherapy their main role).
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Table 1
Participant Demographics and Practice Experience
Racial Identity

Gender
Identity

Stage in
Career

10 white

14 Cisgender
female
1 Cisgender male

1 Early
career

5 Black/African
American

aSome

10 Midcareer
4 Late
career

Practice Settinga

MSW
Field
Instructor
6 Medical/healthcare 10 Yes

1 School setting

5 No

MSW
Adjunct
6 Yes
(1—
BSW)
9 No

5 Psychotherapy/
private practice
2 Supervisory
consultant
4 Community-based
mental health clinic
1 Community
organizing
3 Community-based
social service
organization

participants practiced in more than one setting.

The Path to Anti-Racism
The path to anti-racism varied across the participants and was not linear. It was made up
of a composite of witnessing, experiencing, reconciling with, and becoming awakened to the
realities of racism. For the majority of participants who identified as Black or African American,
engaging in anti-racism was an extension of that identity. For many participants who identified
as white, experiencing dissonance around race, racism, or racial identity was central to personal
transformation and laid the groundwork for embracing anti-racism (Bussey, 2020). Pivotal
experiences cited by participants who identified as white involved self-reflection, self-discovery,
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and increasing development of critical consciousness related to their whiteness. Many
participants, across racial groups, described witnessing or experiencing racism in professional
settings as being pivotal in their lives and informing their decision to engage in anti-racist
practice. In addition to transformative experiences, the participants highlighted trainings,
mentorship, and supportive supervision which enhanced their development of an anti-racism
framework. The next section moves into the practice of anti-racism supervision as described by
the participants.
Engaging in Anti-Racist Supervision
As the majority of participants indicated in their conceptualizations of anti-racism,
engaging in anti-racism involved reclaiming humanity, engagement in transformative action, and
ongoing effort. These align with themes found in contemporary anti-racism scholarship (Jemal
& Bussey, 2018; Kendi, 2019; A. K. Williams et al., 2016). To begin, the section explores the
strategies and tactics the participants used to practice anti-racism in their supervision and disrupt
racism, with a focus on how participants attempted to disrupt racism enacted by the people they
supervise (including staff and MSW student interns). At a higher level, this includes what is
needed for building a solid working relationship with supervisees, for assessing the race
consciousness and openness of staff, and for identifying and addressing racial bias in practice;
skills for enhancing efficacy; and the participants’ perceptions of their own efficacy in the work.
It closes with a discussion of the internal work on the self in which some participants engaged as
a part of anti-racism practice.

A Solid Foundation
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This first section considers the relational foundation needed as a prerequisite for
supervisees to engage in meaningful anti-racist supervision. Figure 2 shows the components of
this foundation as highlighted by the participants. Descriptions and examples of each follow.

Centering
Race

Solid
Foundation

Being in
Authentic
Relationship
with Staff

Figure 2
Components of a Solid Relational Foundation with Supervisees

Centering race. Critical to success with supervisees was the centering of race in the
work. This echoes a fundamental aspect of critical race theory discussed in the opening
chapter—that of overtly considering race in the practice of social work and supervision (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2012)—as well as a clinical strategy for addressing racial trauma, “creat[ing] space
for race” (Hardy, 2013, p. 27). Participants spoke about aiming to normalize race as a part of
every discussion—as a standard aspect of supervision—such as, how is race impacting or
playing out in a clinical situation? By always assuming race was a factor, it normalized it as a
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part of supervision or became a “filter” through which to view social work practice. Jewels,4 a
“white American” cis-gender female in her mid-thirties, who was mid-career and worked as a
consultant for organizations on issues of social justice as well as maintaining a private practice,
stated: “[It] counteracts some of the colorblind perspective that can just be really deeply
ingrained. . . . We can at least acknowledge that race is always in the room.”
Margaret, a Black, “cisgender woman of middle age,” who entered social work after a
career in corporate sales, raised issues of oppression in her interviews with prospective interns in
order to frame the work through that lens. “Oftentimes they’ll have it on their resume—[a class
about or interest in] power or oppression . . . something about it to kind of talk about.” Louise, a
65-year-old “white Jewish” cis-gender woman who was nearing the end of her social work career
and had been recently exposed to anti-racism tenets, brought up anti-racism and Marxism with
interns as the lens through which she viewed the work. She made a connection based on who the
interns were and their identity after asking about “their background and what they’re interested
in.” The aim was to adapt the approach to where the student was coming from and address
where they might have “blinders on.”
Rochelle, a white cis-gender female in her late forties who worked in senior leadership
for a community-based mental health clinic, took a similar approach by interviewing all
prospective interns, exploring their familiarity with and exposure to anti-oppressive social work,
and framing the organizational approach as anti-racist work. She considered this the work of
addressing the racial “elephant in the room right away.” Rochelle would introduce social work
as signing up “to be an agent of the state” and suggest they “talk about what that means.” She
did so by drawing connections to the white supremacist origins of social work and what the
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“implication” of that would be on current practice (the “remnants” social work is still holding
onto). When describing this approach, Rochelle referenced the Motivational Interviewing term
of the “righting reflex,” or the knee jerk reaction to want to help people without unpacking what
is underneath that urge and/or whether the approach to “helping” will actually offer support to
the service users (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). “Unpack that, right, because the ‘right way’
frequently means the ‘white way.’”
Relatedly, Sean, a middle-aged African American cisgender man who served in the
military, worked as a pastor, and then earned an MSW with a starting position doing social work
in healthcare, encouraged being transparent about race and the inherent power dynamics in
supervision. Transparency around these topics helped. Sean reflected on this in a personal
way—how he as an African American cis-gender male was underrepresented in his role and had
a “responsibility to be anti-racist.” That he experienced both privilege in his position—by virtue
of being a supervisor and thus having a platform to share his ideas—but also the stigma of his
racial identity. Sean highlighted how simply being in spaces with (white) people brought up the
issue of race.
I live in this world where it is a racialized world. So, I usually get second-year
students, and second-year students usually have the privilege of work . . .
recognizing that this is a racial world [laughs]. . . . But when they get to me, if
they haven’t gone there yet, or they haven’t recognized that . . . race is a part of
identity—then you have to deal with it.
An additional approach for centering race was teaching and encouraging the structural
assessments of service users (which took into account positionality, upstream macro-level
influences, systems of oppression and advantage, history, and other contextual variables),
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thereby connecting macro-factors to micro-experiences in social work practice (Bussey, Jemal, et
al., 2021; Metzl & Hansen, 2014). Rachel, a white cis-gender female in her mid-thirties who
first worked as a teacher in an inner-city community, affirmed that engaging in structural
assessments was the goal. It offered supervisees a means to identify the dynamics they were
seeing in the institutions around them, where and how race was coming into play, and how these
observations connected to broader systemic issues. This aligned with a broader supervisory
strategy that came through—that of operating with a structural understanding of racism and its
relationship to the self. Nearly half of the participants mentioned the importance of
comfortability with a systemic analysis or structural understanding of racism (beyond
interpersonal and internalized racism). Claire, a cisgender white female in her late sixties and
nearing the end of her social work career, first worked as a social worker in public education for
many decades before transitioning into psychoanalytic practice. She connected the failure to
understand structural racism with running the risk of “reproducing exactly the same structure that
is so toxic.” In addition, Rachel noted that, specific to supervisees who come with lived
(“embodied”) experience and less exposure to an analytical framework, a structural racial
analysis provided descriptive language for that lived experience.
Being in authentic relationship with staff. In addition to centering race, building
meaningful and authentic relationships with staff was crucial for anti-racist supervision to be
possible. Although the term authenticity has the potential to be overused (and become
tokenizing), it came through in the stories of the participants as engagement with staff with less
pretense or performativity. A critical piece of this involved naming and discussing differences in
identity (such as race), as applicable. This is bolstered by scholarship on anti-racism supervision
which speaks to the necessity of exploring racial and power dynamics at play (Berger et al.,
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2018; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Irizarry et al., 2016; Noble & Irwin, 2009; Pender Greene &
Levine, 2016; Pieterse, 2018; Varghese, 2013).
Seemingly geared toward white supervisors, Sophie, who described herself as a “white,
Jewish, Italian, Croatian” cis-gender woman who was early in her social work career and raised
in an “activist community,” spoke about the importance of naming your own “identity clearly . . .
and doing that work on your own . . . to understand your own privileges . . . if you wanna be
working with somebody else on doing that.” Having race-aligned colleagues to engage with
helped with this. With supervisees, Sophie noted the value of having shared language about
race. Further, many participants connected best with staff when they could be transparent about
their own fallibility and human qualities, de-emphasizing hierarchical expertise and emphasizing
connection. This de-emphasis did not obscure the power differential between supervisor and
staff, but served to acknowledge reciprocal growth and bi-directional learning between parties.
For example, Rochelle noted the importance of being in relationship with staff and
service users to be able to hear their true experiences of things in the organization. Rochelle
believed this was premised on her making it known that she was a life-long learner and would
make mistakes. “I was raised and continue to . . . be shaped by this country. . . . The clients are
the experts in their own lives,” as well as their “truth.” Similarly, Rachel highlighted the
importance of talking about race and racism and “acknowledging” her own errors, “which is
harder.” Rachel believed that for these reasons staff would approach her to discuss racially
biased encounters and associated concerns. Kim, an early fifties “white Scandinavian” cisgender
female “with a trend to gender non-conformative,” explained that acknowledging her own racism
by offering examples modeled for other white people to do the same and also revealed her own
fallibility. “As a white person, [I] have benefited by it [racism] all the time. And it comes up in
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subtle and not subtle ways. But telling those stories [of when she errored], it’s the thing only I
could think of that makes me at least somewhat vulnerable.”
As noted above, central to authenticity of relationship was addressing and naming similar
or divergent aspects of identity. A few participants spoke specifically about getting feedback
from supervisees and allowing time to understand how their identity as a supervisor impacted
them. Kristin, a white cis-gender woman in her thirties working as a social worker and
supervisor in a charter school, described “talking about your identity . . . their identity, what
comes up for them in the room” as an entry point to race. “[Asking:] can you be your full angry
self in supervision . . . , which was an amazing question” and spoke to the supervisee’s ability to
bring their full self into the space. This approach brings up one of the lost freedoms that antiBlack racism restricts for BIPOC—the freedom to express emotion, particularly anger and
vulnerability (McGee & Kanagasingam, 2021). For Kristin, it was important for her to
acknowledge her whiteness and being “racist, because of the structural racism that exists . . .
[and] constantly working against it.” She mentioned eliciting feedback from supervisees of color
about how she was inadvertently perpetuating white supremacist culture and this being
humbling. “I think you have to re-imagine what [being] a supervisor looks like.” For Kristin,
this involved consistently showing up over time, having an open door for feedback, and being
aware of her non-verbal communication cues. For Margaret, who identified as Black,
discussions of race and racism were easier with her students of color; however, she noted this
might be a “false affinity.” She acknowledged that, despite racial alignment, a person’s
experiences may be “completely different.”
At the outset of his work with interns, Sean explored what it was like for them to be
supervised by an African American supervisor—whether this was a new experience and any
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feelings that came up for them. He did so to invite discussions around race and power. Sean
explained that the majority of his interns were not only not-African American, but also
intersectionally diverged from his experience in multiple ways—they came from privileged class
and educational backgrounds (“Ivy league schools. . . . Their parents have been well off.”). The
interns generally responded to the discussion with surprise. “I kinda normalize that. . . . I don’t
try to gloss over any of the discomfort, because I think that’s a part of the work.”
Also related to the intersection of identity and clinical work, Jewels spoke about clinical
supervision as the space for deep conversations regarding interpersonal and internalized racism.
Creating spaces to discuss how race and other aspects of identity are playing out
and how we’re interpreting people. . . . What is it about this person you feel like
has more potential? What’s that based on? . . . Help[ing] folks articulate what the
thinking behind the . . . assessments they’re doing or things like that.
Rochelle highlighted that underneath all the work was time and relationship building,
when discussing an encounter with an intern with whom she had to address racial biases. “You
really do need to spend an hour with them every week. You really do need to do a really
thorough review of their process recordings . . . [and] be present in meetings.” Rochelle stated
that through such support and organizational resources, staff were willing to take more chances.
What becomes apparent is that getting to this place with staff required consistent time and the
space and willingness to do so. This capacity in some ways speaks to macro variables, such as
organizational constraints (discussed in the next chapter), but many participants aimed to create
this space even in hostile environments (creating sanctuary within the supervisory milieu, also
subsequently discussed).
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Another necessary factor in engaging with staff and forming deeper relationships was to
view them as whole people—connecting with the humanity of self and others to effectively
engage in anti-racism. This countered the tendency to reduce or falsely equate a person with one
aspect of their identity, erasing or silencing their complexity and nuance. This also came up as a
parallel process for some participants, for whom being seen holistically allowed them to practice
anti-racism and bring their whole selves into the work.
Assessing the Race Consciousness and “Openness” of Staff
Building upon relationships with staff, the participants noted an additional step in antiracist supervision— assessing the racial consciousness of staff (or their openness to discussions
about race). For some participants this was a more implicit process embedded within their
engagement with staff, while for others it was more overt (through questions and explicit
discussions). How this came up also varied based on the race of the participant and supervisee.
Further, the assessment of staff race consciousness was controversial for some participants.
Rachel spoke about the importance of how far along supervisees were in their racial
analysis. How she assessed this was hard for her to pinpoint (“things that have become gut level
at this point”), but Rachel was able to identify that what she looked for was a supervisee’s
willingness to engage in dialogue around race, the quality of the questions they asked, and their
body language. Rachel equated this to assessing staff’s readiness for change (toward enhanced
racial consciousness) and based her approach with staff on this assessment. She emphasized that
being a supervisor was one of many resources available to social workers—“it’s not all your

88

responsibility and yet you cannot ignore it [addressing racism].” Rachel would look for
supervisees “open to having that conversation” versus those with “very little lens or capacity.”
Similarly, Beth, who identified as a “so-called white” cisgender female in her sixties who
was at the end of her career and began engaging in anti-racist content a few years prior, aimed to
discern if supervisees were “open” and “wanted to learn.” Kim offered a related approach. She
suggested assessing staff for their commitment to anti-racism, given there was no “one size fits
all approach.” In her work in a community-based organization that offered educational
workshops to youth of all ethnic, sexual, and gender identities “disproportionately affected by
violence,” Sophie pondered:
Where am I at in relation to where you’re [supervisee] at. . . . So what then
becomes my function as a supervisor? . . . Because . . . we’ve all been socialized
in different ways into a racist, white supremacist society. . . . How does that play
out?
Sophie spoke about how her approach varied based on the race of the supervisee. With white
staff, she tried to gauge where they were on their “journey of understanding oppression . . . even
before we get started.” She did so by assessing their level of engagement with service users.
This evaluation sometimes stemmed from how the youth reacted to the staff person. (“Things
don’t happen that often where they’re [youth] . . . super upset,” so an emotive reaction is an
indication that something is off between the youth and the worker.) It might also be evident
“based on their [staff] level of engagement . . . or buy-in” with the youth. Another in-road might
be the assumptions of the staff person. For example, in their program the staff would often do
“lesson planning and curriculum development” for middle-school aged youth. Sophie discerned
by looking at how the staff planned to teach content or discuss societal topics whether the staff
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was operating from a biased perspective (for example, assuming that none of the youth would
have personal experience with incarceration).
For white staff working from a “pretty solid” foundation of racial consciousness, Sophie
communicated her feedback directly. Sophie struggled more with white staff who emulated
white supremacist tendencies and approached the work with an authoritarian perspective. For
example, Sophie was supervising a white staff person with prior experience in a school setting
working with “much younger students . . . where there was . . . more discipline . . . and
structure.” In the community-based setting, the staff person brought in a “rigid,” hierarchical
approach that communicated that “young people respect adults always . . . regardless of what
they say or do.” This conflicted with the values and approach of the community-based
organization and was part of how Sophie determined the work she needed to do with that staff
person. In contrast, when discussing staff of color, Sophie asked what such an assessment might
look like—whether she, as a white person, would ever be in a position to evaluate the race
consciousness of a person of color. Sophie was the only participant to vocalize this type of
“hands-off” approach. Her hesitancy could stem from being so early in her career as a
supervisor (with two years of experience). Potential negative implications of this tactic came out
in later examples in which Sophie struggled to address performance concerns with a staff person
of color (described in the “foundational supervisory skills” section) and to know how to
effectively intervene when tensions arose between a Black staff person and Black supervisor
(described in the “organizational context” section).
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Strategies for Addressing Racism/Racial Bias in Practice
Addressing bias and racism externally involved internal work for many participants. This
clinically reflexive work on the intrapersonal/intrapsychic level (Jemal & Bussey, 2018)
encapsulated the internal work on self that participants engaged in for growth, to address their
own biases, and to unearth their unconscious biases, as well as to work through experiences that
shifted their internal narratives. This represented a parallel process for the work the participants
then encouraged with their staff (L. Shulman, 2006). For example, Tricia, a “Black, African
American” cis-gender female in her mid-thirties who worked in healthcare and facilitated
support groups for seniors, emphasized the importance of not projecting her own “stuff” on
supervisees. Tricia expounded upon the danger of supervisors (and staff) repressing their own
assumptions and biases.
Once you start to repress how you’re feeling . . . that’s when things get kind of
fuzzy. That’s when you start to project weird stuff. And that’s when the work
gets tainted.
Tricia went on to reference individuals who were raised in families that promoted biased ideas,
suggesting people:
own it. What did she [a racist mom] teach you? How did that affect you? How
did you fix it, or how did you try to change the narrative for your life? And let’s
kind of do that with the work now.
Along the same lines, Beth spoke about “checking” herself. She connected this to internalized
racial biases she may have—how to make them conscious and deconstruct them.
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It’s just part of my daily thought. If I’m on the subway and I see something, I
have a [biased] thought, I check myself. Why am I having a thought about that
person of color? What’s that about? I try to be alert.
Similarly, Margaret (who identified as Black) spoke about how through an anti-racist
approach she gained appreciation for intersectionality and her own blind spots and biases, such
as avoiding the Black/white binary and better understanding other forms of oppression, including
gender identity and ableism. “The race thing . . . I feel like I've been doing it all my life. But the
gender thing is new to me as an issue of oppression or as a gender expression—level of fluidity.
So . . . [it] keep[s] me humble and patient.”
Claire (who identified as white) spoke about her internal processes regarding when to be
silent (“shut up”) and when to speak up (“interrupt”).
I struggle with not wanting to make that decision on my own and wanting to
defer, so what do the Black-identified and people of color around me need for me
to do at that moment? Do they need for me to speak up—because if I don’t, it
will reproduce yet again another aggression and burden that they have to carry
and speak up, or is this a moment where I have to step back and be the advocate
for their anger and be sure it gets heard?
Part of the determination for Claire had to do with how egregious the act was. This led Claire to
speak about the toxicity of white silence—“we [white people] are so primed to be silent around
racial injustice.” As a result, Claire leaned more toward speaking out, particularly in the face of
microaggressions. (See DiAngelo (2018, 2021) for an in depth discussion about white silence).
Addressing racism and bias in the social work practice of their supervisees was a multistep process for the participants. The initial step involved identification of biases. Next, the
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participants strategized how and whether to disrupt or address the biases. The following section
first considers how participants identified biases and then moves into their reflections on the
perceived efficacy of their efforts.
Identification of Biases
Central to anti-racist supervision was how to identify the blind spots and biases of staff so
as to be aware of their needs for intervention. This was a crucial step in effectively disrupting
racism demonstrated in the practice of supervisees. Rosanne, a “Caucasian Italian” cisgender
female in her thirties, described the goal as to chip away at blind spots, particularly of white
staff, “There’s already a power dynamic with the therapist-client relationship. . . . If you’re a
man, if you’re white . . . it’s just layered on top.” Rosanne spoke about this in relation to a
supervisee in an outpatient, community mental health clinic who was a cisgender, white male of
large stature. He struggled to see how his identity and physical appearance impacted the
therapeutic work with service users of “different socioeconomic status, races, [and] gender
identities.” His bias came in the form of blindness to the impact of his whiteness, cisgender
maleness, and physical ability on building rapport with service users. An appreciation of
intersectionality and the complexity of the therapist/service user relationship informed Rosanne’s
approach. When in doubt, Rosanne responded with curiosity to avoid shutting down the
potential wrongdoer. She was of the belief that maintaining dialogue and remaining in
communication was critical for the supervisory relationship and for addressing potential
harmdoing.
When not a “glaring” example, such as a racist statement about a service user or family
or overtly denying the existence of racial privilege, Rachel relied on intuition and a visceral
reaction to the situation (despite also acknowledging her own limitations, inadvertent errors, and
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blind spots). Sophie also described a somatic response (a “feeling . . . sense . . . [or] vibe”) “that
something is off” in instances of interpersonal racism. She attributed her somatic reaction to
being in relationship with her staff, as well as to her being raised to value fairness, which served
as a “compass” for her. Sophie stated that when not “something someone has said that
is…overt[ly biased]” it was often easier to identify problematic organizational policy than to
know if someone intended to enact white supremacist tenets (as well as discern what is societally
entrenched). Outside of internal responses, participants named instances in which experiences of
bias or racial aggression were observed or reported to them by staff (both by those to whom the
harm was done or by bystanders).
What follows are the more tangible tactics that the participants offered for identifying and
addressing bias. Figure 3 offers a visual representation. There is overlap between them in
practice, but they are described here separately for the purpose of conceptualization.
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Figure 3
Tactics for Identification of Racial Bias

Highlighting assumptions. When discussing staff biases, an important component was
how to address them without shutting the staff person down. One approach many participants
brought up was shining light on assumptions or feelings of the staff that came through in the
work but that the staff may or may not have been aware of. This aligns with a suggested strategy
for “disarming racial microaggressions”—that of making “the invisible visible . . . [by making]
the meta-communication explicit” (Sue et al., 2019, pp. 128, 135), which builds on Freire’s
(2000) notion of “naming” oppressive circumstances. Emotional responses of staff to clinical
situations or service users served to reveal assumptions and biases. The responses described
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ranged from anger to guilt and shame, fear, internalization, or overidentification with the service
users (which in some instances reflected a positive bias). These emotional responses were
embedded in the clinical discussions of service users, in reactions to service user actions, and in
writings about the work, as discussed further below. Staff triggers to or countertransference
from the work were particularly challenging because they often stemmed from the supervisee’s
subconscious. Michelle, a Black cisgender woman in her mid-thirties who was mid-career,
provided clinical supervision to social workers engaging patients in the community who were
often disenfranchised from the healthcare system. Critical to the work was quickly developing
strong rapport and trust with service users, working to overcome their mistrust in medical care
(despite being representatives of the medical system). Michelle was in the demanding role of
helping staff resist letting their personal experiences and biases get in the way of developing this
rapport with service users. The staff were in the challenging role of bridging two worlds—the
service user’s perspective and wishes and the medical model, which places medical providers as
the expert and emphasizes individual responsibility in wellness. An indication to Michelle that
she needed to “interrogate” the staff’s potentially biased perspectives was when staff would
describe a service user as: “‘not adherent.’ ‘They don’t listen.’ ‘They’re argumentative.’. . . It’s
covered with and dressed up in all of those different costumes.” Michelle described how in such
instances she would get at the “core meaning” of her staff’s “perceptions and actions” and ask
questions such as:
Where’s this [patient behavior, such as non-adherence, not listening, or arguing]
happening? Has this happened to you in the past [with this or other patients]?
What are some of the social demographics of the patient? What have you done
[thus far in the intervention]? What has been successful?
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Michelle found that by asking these questions she was able to get at the “core . . . raw
disruption.” More often than not the issue staff were having was a reaction to the service user’s
identity (such as “race, the sense of identity, or gender.”). Such a process required “time, space,
and the willingness to . . . spend time and work through . . . massage through conversations of
discomfort to really find . . . if it is, in fact, racism or discrimination.” Michelle considered this
“calling in” to align with the supervisee and open the door to a discussion of change, while also
“calling out” the problematic action (e.g., “that is not a best practice as a social worker”) so as to
“bolster the strengths of the worker” by moving past the bias (S. Ferguson, 2015; Saad, 2020).
This approach—“distinguish[ing] between the ‘what they did’ conversation and the ‘what they
are’ conversation,” or teasing out intent from impact (Smooth, 2014; Sue et al., 2019)—is a
recommended strategy for holding individuals accountable while keeping them open to
“reparative action” (DiAngelo, 2021, p. 126; Jemal et al., 2019).
Tricia referenced an interaction with a white supervisee providing short-term therapy to
employees of a large healthcare system (many of whom were mandated for treatment). One
service user (described more in-depth below in the “in practice” section) was engaging in highrisk behaviors and not receiving pre-natal care while pregnant. The supervisee was struggling to
see how her own class privilege was coloring how she perceived of the experience of this woman
and other service users living in “impoverished situations.” The supervisee came to supervision
expressing a lot of judgment about the service user without considering stressors on, trauma
history of, or contextual factors around the service user. “I just didn’t think she [the supervisee]
had the tools or language or even . . . the wherewithal to understand that . . . their world view is
not your world view, because you grew up privileged.” Tricia took a slow-paced approach in
helping the supervisee to see this bias. She also employed use of self in supervision. This self-
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disclosure challenged the supervisee’s view of “poor, middle class African Americans,”
expanding her worldview, and encouraging her not to stereotype. This was not a new experience
for Tricia who disclosed growing up in a “very, very white town. . . . So, this [is] just . . . my life
. . . having to explain the Black experience. . . . So, let me explain to you that this exists, and
we’re not that much different.”
Many participants flagged the power of language and how language use might be
indicative of bias. Discussions of service users was often the most fruitful space for examining
language and unpacking a supervisee’s perception of a service user, or their own discomfort
around the impact of race on the work. Participants used patterns or trends in case discussions as
an in roads for unearthing bias. For example, Rosanne observed at the outpatient community
mental health clinic that her white supervisees often failed to name the race of service users,
whereas staff of color generally would. The issue here being a failure of the white supervisees to
understand, appreciate, and/or value the impact of race on interactions and relationships, which
presumably rippled into the therapeutic milieu. For BIPOC folks in the US, acknowledging and
understanding the implications of their own race is often not a choice and inherent to their
upbringing. This othering and development of a double consciousness is written about
extensively in scholarship on racial identity (Du Bois, 1999; Fine, 1994; Gross & Weiss, 2019).
For white folks, the invisibility of whiteness ingrained within US culture results in experiences
of racial discovery over time and often at a later stage (Bussey, 2020; C. W. Mills, 2014, 2017b).
In response to the absence of naming racial identity, Rosanne would center race in case
presentations, for example, by asking questions such as: “What is the ethnicity of this person that
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you’re presenting?” Although Rosanne was “always making a point to mention race . . . , it’s
like something hasn’t stuck,” and she continued to have to prompt for it.
Kristin described identifying bias in the charter school setting via a supervisee’s
overreliance on stereotypical descriptions of a service user or service user group in case
conceptualizations and descriptions. “Hearing very surface-level responses to a group of people
or a person as if they are representative of a group of people . . . are big flags for me.” Kristin
observed that in times of increased stress, people tended to “default” to stereotypes and biases at
a greater rate and this came out in how her staff formulated case descriptions or diagnosed
students. Scholarship on implicit bias and stereotype activation bolsters Kristin’s observations
around the impact of stress on clinical clarity (Byrne & Tanesini, 2015; Moskowitz, 2010). For
Kristin, with white staff in particular, if the “race/ethnicity pieces are not front and center, then I
am really wondering where this formulation comes from.” (In contrast with staff of color,
Kristin sought out their feedback about and critique of her own clinical formulations.) Carol, a
cis-gender, female “Black, Garifuna-American” in her early forties, noted how staff with
unaddressed biases may present unsubstantiated “knowledge” about a service user (such as their
substance misuse history) that the staff person assumed to be true without having asked the
service user in their assessment.
Having supervisees write about their work was another pathway in which assumptions or
blind spots could be revealed. Participants spoke about the use of process recordings and
exploring the presence or absence of the consideration of race (both of the worker and the service
user) in the writings as a cue. For Beth, writing was a means to help interns identify their own
gaps. “I really believe like everyone else, unless we’ve done our own work . . . we miss those
moments.” She assumed that everyone was biased and listened for when to address biases.
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“Sometimes I file that away and come back to it. Sometimes I go a little deeper, depending on
where we are in the work.” Sean also focused on labels and language that his interns used within
process recordings to pinpoint biases and illuminate blind spots. He spoke about “understanding
the importance of language and . . . titles and . . . the way that we name and the power of
semantics.”
In practice. In addition to noting staff expressed assumptions about service users, the
participants spoke about the value of observing biased patterns over time within staff’s clinical
practice. For example, Carol supervised staff in a large healthcare system. The staff were tasked
with facilitating community-based interventions with service users who were flagged as being at
high risk for preventative healthcare utilization (i.e., accessing acute or emergent medical care
that could be effectively addressed in the outpatient or clinic setting). The clinical work involved
meeting with service users in their homes to engage with them more deeply and to get an in vivo
sense of their needs (and protective factors). When Carol believed there was a potential pattern
of bias, she would ask questions and “dig deeper” to get more information before challenging the
person. An example of these patterns was in how staff expressed hesitation or failed to complete
home visits in more impoverished or stigmatized neighborhoods. By highlighting a potential
pattern, Carol believed it “makes it a little bit easier for people to . . . digest it [the feedback] . . .
for them not to feel attacked. . . . If they agree with me that there is a pattern then we just go in
and start to unpack what that means.”
Similarly, Sean often compelled his interns to go deeper in their engagement with
patients. He would do so after observing lack of depth in an assessment or a shorter duration in
an intervention (than appeared clinically appropriate) and asking about it. “Sometimes there’s a
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fear, there’s a neglect, there’s a lack of compassion or lack of empathy . . . but this is all a part of
what . . . race has done [laughs] in America.”
In her work supervising charter middle school social workers, Kristin (a white
supervisor) observed what she interpreted to be racial bias enacted by both white staff/students
and staff of color. She addressed these observations in different ways based on the race of the
transgressor. For example, Kristin noticed staff of color perpetuating white supremacy culture at
times, such as by operating with a sense of “urgency and being on time.” Kristin grappled with
how not to endorse those elements and still help the organization “run as [a] school.” With staff
and students who were white, Kristin interrupted racism directly, but often did so by using her
own fallibility as an inroad—“so here’s where I messed up. . . . This is a living, breathing
process.” She mentioned leveraging her clinical skills, such as by leading with open-ended
questions, instead of pointing out errors and directing how to do things differently. For white
people, she might ask, “Why do you think you said that? What does this make you think of?”
whereas, with staff of color she might ask “[What does] your interaction to this group evoke in
you, and what do you think of, and are you seeing other people do this?”
Kim, in her work at a community-based organization serving LGBTQ young people
(predominantly low-income youth of color), noticed a trend in which well-intended, “progressive
white” staff (who made up the majority of her supervisees) attempted to resolve some of their
own “white guilt” and make up for the fact that their service users of color were not “dealt a fair
deck.” The staff response was to lower their expectations for the service users. An example of
this was in the program’s drop-in center. A staff person was “trying to bring in programming”
and offer a structured skill-building component to the space. The white staff pushed back on
implementing the programming under the auspices of not wanting to “push people if they didn’t
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put themselves in this position.” Kim pointed out how this “reinforces this lowered expectation
potentially based out of stereotypes” and stemmed from a white savior complex. Kim took the
approach of naming this tension with her staff, taking a both/and approach, while bringing race
to the forefront. “[The] systems dealt this person an unfair hand, and they’re capable of change
and growth.” While Kim agreed with the use of clinical discretion, she encouraged staff to
cultivate “the art of figuring out how much to push and how much to pull” with the service users.
Further, she used self-disclosure to “make it safe” for staff to discuss. Kim offered examples of
times when she failed to name the biases she was observing, acknowledging that there was a
time when she wasn’t as conscious about the role of race/racism within interactions.
In addition to this experience in her own organization, Kim relayed a similar situation she
heard about from a colleague working in a drop-in center serving LGBTQ youth experiencing
homelessness in a large Midwestern city. He had reached out to Kim for consultation, as he was
“struggling.” Although his staff (many of whom were white) were “very dedicated” and “very
progressive,” the service users presented with a lot of needs. The colleague wanted to add some
structure to the drop-in space (such as emotional skills training, leadership training, substance
misuse information sharing, and/or job training) to provide more to the youth than a space to
sleep, eat, and hang out. He and Kim interpreted the staff resistance to his wish to add structure
as a “racist . . . lowered expectation”:
[The program director], she’s white. And I know that her heart is in the right
place, and she thinks she is doing them a favor by not pushing them, but . . . that’s
racist. . . . It’s that very well-meaning thing, like: ‘I’m not pushing you because
I’m not racist, because I know the system is to blame . . . for what you’re going
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through. And I’m so mad at the system, I’m not gonna ask you if you wanna be a
part of this group or help me co-facilitate this group.
Kim went on to express the value of communicating to young people, “I have high
expectations for you” and offering them opportunities for growth.
Kim struggled more with staff of color at a community-based agency providing
educational services and support to youth impacted by violence. She spoke about how staff of
color were often more overtly angry with the systems that created the circumstances for the
service users and that would also result in lowered expectations, less accountability, or increased
frustration. “It was much harder for me to have that conversation with staff of color.” For
example, Kim faced a challenging encounter with a newer staff person of color who was
communicating neoconservative narratives about the service users—“like: ‘pull your pants
up’”—despite the program serving youth with complex needs. What Kim struggled with was
that the same narrative from a white person was something she could clearly identify as racism,
but due to the staff person’s racial identity, the root of the statements was more nebulous to her.
Kim ended up pushing back on the staff person by using the tenets of the organization (which
was overtly anti-racist) to challenge what she was saying. The organization’s values spoke about
“institutional and systemic racism as a form of violence against women and people of color.” In
consultation with another colleague of color, Kim was told, “‘[the staff person is] just saying that
because she’s a Black woman trying to fit in.’” Over time, the staff person in question ended up
coming out as one of the most radical staff on the team. The staff person later shared with Kim
that she only said those neoconservative things “because she thought that’s what I wanted to hear
. . . that’s how she thought she had to perform.” She was hesitant to share her real values
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because of her prior experiences in social work and having to hide who she was (along with her
sexuality). “So, a lotta potential repression happening.”
Many participants spoke about noticing differential treatment of service users based on
race when all other variables were comparable. Tricia (who identified as Black/African
American) brought up this issue with the added impact of the supervisees’ racial identities. She
described how bias or a trauma-response to a service user manifested in the work of a Black
supervisee versus how racism played out within the work of a white supervisee. Tricia
supervised a Black intern who was offering short-term therapy to a mandated service user (an
employee in a large healthcare system required to attend treatment through the employee
assistance program). He was a white male whose presentation was one of a “bully. . . . He was
an aggressor. . . . He didn’t want to take accountability for anything he was doing.” Within the
intern’s process recording, Tricia noticed a dismissiveness of what may be underneath those
behaviors, as well as a level of excessive directiveness by the intern in the intervention. This
approach contrasted with how the intern normally clinically engaged with service users, which
was a more supportive approach, taking the time to learn about the history and context
surrounding the current behaviors. When exploring this discrepancy with the intern (by asking if
the intern had inquired about why the service user was being aggressive, other ways the service
user was being triggered, etc.), Tricia identified that the intern was experiencing
countertransference with him as a “white, male aggressor . . . And so we were able to get that
out. And then their work changed.” Once this bias was surfaced, the intern expressed guilt and
embarrassment and worked through it.
In contrast, when Tricia noticed and addressed racial bias enacted by a white intern, there
was no expressed regret or guilt. Tricia described this intern’s identity as a complicating factor.

104

The intern appeared white (and identified as white), and also identified as being of North African
descent. She had a “Black woman” service user with an extensive trauma history who was
pregnant and engaging in high-risk behaviors. Tricia was able to see these behaviors as an
expression of the service user’s trauma, but the intern did not want to hear the “why” for the
behaviors and was not taking the time to explore these issues with the service user. What still
struck Tricia was how emboldened the intern was with her opinion about the service user. Tricia
pondered if this reflected internalized racism/superiority and how this intersected with the
intern’s identity as both North African and white. In supervision, Tricia alluded to the intern
making statements, such as:
I don’t even want to get into . . . her history and . . . [unpack] anything that’s
really going on. I really just want to tell her: what are you doing? You’re gonna
hurt your baby. You’re gonna harm yourself. You need to get it together!
While Tricia understood that the intern was emotionally responding to the situation, she was
failing to appropriately work through her reaction. Further, this contrasted greatly with her
approach with other service users, such as when “she dug for weeks” to understand the why
behind a behavior. When Tricia raised this observation and inquired about the intern’s
frustration with this service user, the intern responded:
Well, she’s the stereotype. . . . Poor women who happen to be minorities [who]
aren’t caring for their kids the way that they should be caring, and they can get
pregnant, and why—why if you can’t take care of the child?
Tricia went on to explain that through a series of supervisions she revisited this case with the
intern in an overt and direct manner. They explored the impact of environment, trauma history,
and circumstances on the service user’s actions.
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It’s how she internalizes the world. How she internalizes safety. What she thinks
is safe before she can even think about her child, ‘cause right now it’s on her.
Skills for Enhancing Efficacy
This section explores the supports and skills the participants noted that aided in
efficacious anti-racist supervision. To begin, supportive supervision experienced by the
participants is set forth. Next, three competencies that the participants offered are reviewed. The
first competency is a real-time method one participant set forth for use in a group setting to
disrupt the enactment of bias. The second approach speaks to more generalized
education/knowledge-building about racism and white supremacy completed outside of, and in
supplement to, the context of individual cases. The third competency is a discussion about
general supervisory and management skills that participants suggested may serve as the
foundation to efficacious anti-racist supervision. These strategies are followed by a non-strategy
(the absence of action)—a discussion of when participants failed to intervene.
Supportive Supervision
Supportive supervision was a means through which some participants received backing
for their supervisory approach and broader anti-racism framework development. What form this
took, however, deviated along racial lines and this divergence is explored below.
“Spaces where I can be angry.” When contemplating the role of supervision in
developing anti-racism practice, Michelle (who identified as Black) described the qualities of
supervisory spaces conducive to anti-racism work.
Spaces where I can be angry and talk and feel okay and safe with that. And also,
when I want to do activities and group supervision that might have used really
strong language around being anti-racist, white supremacy, that I was able to find
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support in doing it in a way that was constructive. Not to say it landed with
everybody, but it was supported [by my supervisor]. The concept of talking about
the subject wasn’t elimination . . . and I found that to be empowering.
Michelle’s sentiment speaks to a freedom often prohibited by white supremacy discussed
earlier—the freedom of Black people to express emotion, particularly anger and vulnerability
(McGee & Kanagasingam, 2021). Along a similar vein, Carol (who identified as
Black/Garifuna) noted feeling supported by supervisors who created a “genuine safe space” for
her and sought out knowing her as an individual first—engaging her “humanness . . . because I
lead with my identity—that is probably one of the first things I am gonna talk about any damn
way.” She went on to say, that when supervisors led with curiosity it ultimately resulted in
discussions about race in a more organic way. This stood in contrast with supervisors who saw
her as a representative or “symbol of what Black is” which she would immediately pick up on
and shut down.
Modeling growth and compassionate accountability. White participants shared the
approaches and attributes supervisors demonstrated which helped them on their path towards
anti-racist practice. Kim’s most impactful supervisor was someone who modeled the value of
therapy for self-improvement and brought this into supervision. The supervisor was open about
“her triggers . . . and what issues she struggled with,” and was also extremely patient. To
support her supervisees, she pushed them non-judgmentally. Kim acknowledged having many
blind spots at the time and this supervisor making it clear “she could wait years ‘til you got to
where she wanted you to be.” Regarding race, the supervisor spoke openly about her own
identity. She also encouraged staff caucusing based on racial identity to bubble up biases and
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shared experiences. Kim added that this may have worked so well because all the staff at that
agency had a shared “queer” identity.
Similarly, Kristin had a manager who inadvertently supported her anti-racism
development. “He was further along on his racial identity process than me—a white man.” The
supervisor’s approach was one of restorative justice. Looking back on this supervisory
relationship (and after completing an immersive anti-racism training), Kristin realized they were
addressing issues of oppression and anti-racism but without applying anti-racist language.
Kristin received support from this supervisor regarding strategically navigating through
interactions with staff and teachers, such as those imbued with issues of power and control in the
classroom, or the interaction between teacher identity and the reinforcement of racial stereotypes
with students. The supervisor also modeled for Kristin how to respectfully approach family
meetings, such as by exploring the family’s history or prior experiences with the school to offer
context on the current issue.
Sophie’s experience with supervision in her career thus far, with both white supervisors
and supervisors of color, was positive and supportive of an anti-racism approach. Through their
modeling and honest feedback, Sophie learned the importance of examining the role in, and
effect of, identity on relationships. Within these supervisory relationships, disclosure of “mess
ups” was demonstrated. Sophie emphasized how trust was central to allow for this level of
honesty. Furthermore, she appreciated being seen as a “whole person” in the work, which in
some ways countered “professionalism.” Sophie went on to connect professionalization with
white supremacy and it getting in the way of allowing the “full humanity” of people to come
through (Ehrenreich, 1985; Kaur Badwall, 2013; Roger, 1998).
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Since Rachel did not receive anti-racist supervision at her place of employment, she
independently sought it out through privately funded supervision/consultation. For Rachel, this
was a space to “work out my stuff” and debrief challenging encounters. What differentiated this
from general clinical supervision was that when Rachel transgressed, she was able to work
through the “shame” while being held accountable. The supervisor helped her put the incidences
into context but without excusing her, through compassionate accountability. Claire similarly
sought out regular supervision and consultation tailored to support anti-racist work. This space
encouraged Claire to “interrogate everything” by way of the supervisor’s modeling and
identification of Claire’s areas of growth. As a psychotherapist, Claire highlighted how she was
trained in “white culture norm therapy” and the goal was to “ferret out when there are values,
practices, beliefs that are very dominant culture, white-centered that I may not be attuned to.”
As this discussion reveals, for the Black/African American participants, getting support
in supervision resulted in a space in which the participants could show up as their whole selves—
emotionally and analytically. This included the ability to name racism and white supremacy as
impacting their experiences and practice. For the white participants, supportive supervision
promoted interrogation of self, evolution, and progress in a way that was accountable and
empathic. The next section explores recommended anti-racist supervisory strategies.
Supervisory Strategies
“Take space” versus “pause and hold on to that.” This real-time strategy aimed at
guiding staff to step up or step back in spaces, depending on the interpersonal, racialized
dynamics at play. Claire pivoted to psychotherapeutic practice in the past decade (after a school
social work career) and simultaneously immersed herself in anti-racism trainings and content. In
addition to private practice, Claire began to lead racial identity groups and provide anti-racist
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clinical supervision to individuals and groups. In group supervision for psychotherapists, Claire
took varying approaches to address bias, depending on if the incident occurred within a crossracial or homogenously white group. In a cross-racial group, Claire was more inclined to pause
and leave room for someone else to speak up (“not take up space”); whereas, in a group solely of
white people she was quick to speak up. In cross-racial groups, this approach sought to reset
historic group dynamic patterns and not center the needs of white people.
[I] invite people who have marginalized identities and whose voices are not often
heard to take space first and to take space as long as they want, but not feel
compelled to take space if they don’t want t . . . Because we don’t wanna
reproduce . . . what happens so often where people of color . . . become the
teachers and the . . . emotional laborers in the group. . . . I also have asked whiteidentified people, people from dominant identities and social locations to be
aware of how much space they’re taking up. And I’ve even intervened and have
said, “I want you to pause and hold onto that. . . . We’ll be sure there’s space for
you, but not yet . . . Not now. . . . I need you to breathe and feel the whole group.
Feel the room.
This type of approach was received differently by white people depending on how defensive they
were. It could be experienced as an attack (as evidenced by responding with anger or
defensiveness) or as an “amazing learning moment.”
Providing incremental “scaffolding.” The second strategy mentioned by a few
participants served to build foundational knowledge around racism and bias, outside of casespecific incidences and discussions. Scholarship on disrupting micro- and macroaggressions
endorses the strategy of educating to mitigate future perpetration of harm (Sue et al., 2019). Kim

110

outlined a phased approach that involved building out an infrastructure of knowledge that
aligned with staff development to enhance their comprehension—a scaffolding process with
targets. The goal was to figure “out what those benchmarks are along the way and really being
willing to have it be a slow, long process.” Kim spoke about offering “learning assignments”
that were race specific, “giving yourself permission to use kind of nontraditional techniques for
supervision.” This is analogous to one of the social justice pedagogical strategies Goodyear
(2014) recommends for social work supervision, that of self-directed learning. Kim noted how
this incremental work would require “incredible patience. . . . Especially as . . . a white person . .
. There’s an urge to just fix it. Fix it now . . . [but] a long-haul solution, that of course makes
sense ‘cause it’s a fucking long-haul problem.” In reflecting on this, Kim intimated, “I hated
those conversations so bad. I wanted it to be done in one session . . . and that’s not how it
works.”
Similar to this, to engage with staff more generally about racism, Rachel advised
breaking down concepts into accessible pieces by offering videos or readings that shed light on
more intellectual concepts (such as toward understanding socialization into white supremacy by
sharing a video in which a person described grappling with and being resistant about their own
white privilege). At the outset of this discussion, Rachel highlighted the importance of
remaining present and patient with the supervisee in their process (not jumping ahead or
outpacing their growth) and bringing compassion (to self and staff) to the work by being gentle
but firm and letting go of knowing if your efforts will have an impact. A few other participants
echoed the value of sharing readings, resources, and training information as tools for
psychoeducation and consciousness raising. For example, readings were a sideways approach
for Rochelle, who stated, “I have done this for enough years to know that if I try to . . . kill a fly
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with a sledgehammer, that I’m gonna lose them completely.” Beth mentioned that readings
really resonated with one intern who went on to get hired at her clinic and develop a “power and
privilege” training series.
Louise’s version of scaffolding was to celebrate each small step and success.
Validate whatever it is [the supervisee is] . . . going through . . . Whether it’s
recognizing how small . . . they are in the bigness of what they’re trying to do. . . .
So often students invalidate their feelings of what’s going on and validating that.
Because that’s part of the work [as a supervisor].
Additionally, Louise encouraged self-care by setting healthy limits in the work (e.g.,
“pace themselves”, “manag[ing] expectations”). Further, Louise sought to bring theory together
with practice, such as through weekly writing exercises in which she had interns draw parallels
between what they were learning in the classroom and what they were experiencing in the field.
Foundational supervisory skills as the bedrock to anti-racist supervision. Although
Jewels agreed with the importance of an anti-racist lens in supervision, she made a point to
emphasize general supervisory competencies (i.e., delegating tasks, respectfully communicating
expectations) as primary to successful anti-racist supervision. Jewels stated that without this
capacity, staff may feel more stressed and set up for failure with no clear direction, and this
could result in supervisory approaches that inadvertently replicated white supremacy. To
illustrate this point, Jewels spoke about observing (in her consultant role) white female
supervisors failing to enact fundamental supervisory skills and then feeling helpless (victimhood)
when staff of color were not meeting the job expectations.
The reverberations of what Jewels raised (white supervisors failing to effectively support
staff of color because of their concern with how they were coming across) was evident in an
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example offered by Sophie, a white supervisor in a community-based organization providing
educational support services to youth impacted by violence. Sophie spoke about supervising an
intern of color who didn’t “connect” with the organization’s work expectations and approach to
the work. Sophie wondered if she had advocated enough on this person’s behalf, and she felt a
tension that was complicated by race. “To what extent is it my job to advocate for this person?
To what extent is it my job to make sure this person is contributing to the organization as much
as possible?” As Sophie reflected:
I think sometimes that can cause me to maybe . . . actually not be invested in the
person to their full potential . . . because I’m . . . being so conscious of . . .
wanting to make sure that I’m not being oppressive. . . . That I’m really
recognizing them as a whole person but then maybe they actually should be
pushed harder . . . in some ways.
As a part of developing core competencies, Jewels suggested supervisors examine the
type of leader they are and wish to be, as well as “unpack their own relationships with power as
it relates to their racial identity.” For Jewels, to successfully add an anti-racist lens first involved
the examination of a supervisor’s communication and delegation patterns.
How do you delegate well first? . . . How do I think about how I’m
communicating different with different staff members or different racial identities
or who I’m delegating certain activities to? . . . You have to . . . be able to manage
projects and people in general.
With these baseline skills acquired, an anti-racist lens, which Jewels considered to be a
political analysis, framework, and set of practices, could be successfully overlaid.
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Foundational clinical skills. Rochelle similarly brought up clinical supervisory strategies
to bolster the impact of anti-racist work. She first raised the concept of the parallel process,
communicating shock that so few people seem to draw that connection.
So much of our work is parallel process. Right? Like I interact with my staff in a
way I want them to interact with clients, right? I am fair, I’m honest. I don’t
overpromise. If there’s an issue, I don’t just sweep it under the rug—we talk
about what the issue is.
Shulman (2006) offers a comprehensive understanding of this concept in his work on
clinical supervision. In addition, Rochelle spoke about a supervisor’s ability to “take on
intergenerational trauma” on multiple levels—the service users, staff, and self. “You have to
figure out how to manage all those layers in a way that is not harmful.”
Inaction. Adjacent to this discussion of supervisory strategies, was reflection by the
participants on when they identified racist or biased dynamics at play but failed to intervene.
Failure to act promotes harm through its avoidance (Jemal & Bussey, 2018). Examples ranged
from instances with participant’s supervisors, fellow colleagues, supervisees, service users, and
the public. Only a few participants spoke specifically to inaction with supervisees, which is the
focus of this study. The emotions underneath inaction ranged from self-preservation and safety,
to lack of confidence, to anger. Margaret (who identified as Black) intimated not intervening
when it appeared “pointless” to do so. “How is it gonna help? . . . It’s like just having white
people look and feel like I started speaking another language. . . . They just can’t see it.” She
only did so when in close relationship with (white) people.
For Kim, the most pronounced example of inaction occurred with the first intern she
supervised. Kim was walking down the street in a large city with this intern (who was a young,
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white, affluent female). They passed a Black man holding a coffee cup and the intern put change
in his cup. The man responded, “I was drinking that,” indicating that he was neither homeless
nor panhandling. Kim failed to address the situation with the intern (by unpacking the intern’s
assumptions and underlying racial biases). Kim attributed this avoidance to her newness to
supervision and level of race consciousness at the time. “I was very green” but also struggled
with “how do I think about anti-racism.”
Sophie, a white supervisor, described that part of the challenge was that “race is a part of
everything” so discernment required “unpeeling of layers.” Sophie was supervising a white
intern who was older than Sophie and who approached the work with an “authoritarian” style.
This approach made Sophie “bristle,” but she “struggled with . . . how to . . . call them in.” In
retrospect, Sophie wished she had more explicitly communicated with the staff person that the
approach could be received as harmful by service users.
This section offered three strategies for efficaciously engaging in anti-racist supervision,
as well as a reflection on instances in which the participants failed to act. These included a realtime approach to interrupting bias within a group supervision setting; an approach to raceconsciousness development via psychoeducation; and the development of more general
supervisory and clinical baseline skills. The next section dives into perceived efficacy of antiracist supervision in practice.
Perceived Efficacy in Anti-racist Supervisory Efforts
Defining and identifying efficacy itself came across as challenging for the participants.
For some participants, it seemed they did not want to assume efficaciousness in their work. It
was unclear if this was a result of struggling to identify concrete examples of interventions with
supervisees or hesitancy to take credit when causality was ambiguous and staff development was
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impacted by multiple variables. Overall, it seemed difficult for many participants to discern their
positive impact as a supervisor. Identity sat at the core of these dynamics in many ways—who
was the supervisor, who was the supervisee, and what was the content at hand. The narratives
offered were descriptions of moments and decisions that the participants determined were small
successes (as opposed to larger, revelatory stories), ineffective interventions, or interventions
with mixed outcomes. The participants communicated experiences related to supervisees,
colleagues, supervisors, as well as within professional organizations and higher education
institutions. This section will center the work with supervisees, as that was the focus of this
study.
Experiences of effectiveness. As stated above, effective disruption of racism or bias was
murky for the participants to discern; it was easier for participants to highlight examples of when
they felt ineffective. What follows are scenarios in which the participants perceived they had a
positive impact on their supervisees. These examples speak to the approach the participants
employed, which they believed was impactful, but the degree to which the strategies made an
impression remains somewhat less clear. With white supervisees, making effective supervisory
connections often involved helping them better understand racial dynamics through another
aspect of their identity. For example, Louise described a “white male LGBTQ” intern who failed
to integrate a racial analysis into his perspective. She leveraged his focus on gender identity and
then drew connections with racial oppression. The nature of this student’s field work aided in
this discussion, as he was engaging differently with young service users of color versus white
service users and Louise was able to point out this bias. Louise’s perspective was that by helping
the intern bring in a racial analysis (raising his awareness to the centrality of race within identity)
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and correct his differential engagement of service users by race, she positively impacted his
overall clinical efficacy.
Drawing connections to history also had the potential for impact. Tricia, a Black/African
American supervisor in a healthcare setting offering short-term therapy to employees, had a new
student intern who “made a comment about a client . . . who was Black but from the Caribbean .
. . making a sweeping generalization because that’s what she had read.” Tricia approached
addressing this bias by offering a “history lesson” highlighting how “people from the Caribbean
are not monolithic.” Offering this historic context challenged the intern’s stereotype and set the
tone for Tricia’s work with the intern.
Some interventions first appeared ineffective but had meaningful impact over time. Sean
initially thought he was describing an unsuccessful intervention but through the discussion it
appeared it was, in fact, successful. He was working with a white intern who had described a
patient as a “Black male” in her process recording. The intern presented defensively when Sean
inquired about her word choice—“I think she felt like I was attacking her. . . . I think she closed
up, but . . . it made for deeper conversation later on in the semester.” Sean reflected on how he
did not think his intern would initially react as she had. His goal was to point out the potential
negative connotations of her word choice (instead of using African American, which Sean saw as
an evolution from “negro, colored, Afro-American, Black, African American”) and for her to
integrate more thoughtfulness into the process. Yet, despite the initial rub, over time Sean and
the intern got to a deeper level with regard to discussing race, which made space for richer and
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more meaningful supervisory clinical discussions (in which race was integrated and no longer a
trigger of defensiveness).
Experiences of ineffectiveness. Recalling ineffective encounters was easier for most
participants. Often the encounters related to the supervisee’s degree of race consciousness or
openness to discussing racism and bias. More generally, with supervisees lacking “capacity,”
Rachel observed a greater degree of judgementalism and experienced failed attempts to help the
supervisees get at the root cause of social problems. One way this manifested was when the
supervisees did not answer questions to prompts to clinically dig deeper. Kristin reflected on
folks with whom the content of race and racism hadn’t “resonated.” In her experience with a
white, female intern who was “not self-aware,” Kristin grew to believe “you can’t really teach
self-awareness so much, or like social queues . . . especially in the time I’m given.” Kristin
noticed this intern would speak up but seemed to fail to receive or integrate any feedback. “So,
I’m not sure what to do with that.” Beth encountered what she categorized as white fragility
with a white student intern at a community mental health clinic. The student was having issues
with Beth as a supervisor but brought the concerns to one of Beth’s colleagues instead of to her.
This specifically occurred after Beth assigned the intern some readings on race.
It was classic splitting. The case just blew up. . . . I had two supervisees at the
time. I had assigned . . . [them] the same readings on race, bringing race into the
conversation, and the student got very upset with me. Then was yanked, and
somebody else supervised that person, so we never got to [address the issue]. . . .
The other person loved . . . the assignment.
This example speaks to an instance in which Beth felt ineffective engaging a white intern
around issues of racial bias, and is reflective of organizational barriers that presumably endorsed
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the student’s reaction, undermining Beth. (These types of barriers are discussed further in the
“organizational context” section).
Addressing bias effectively was differently complicated for participants of color and
white staff due to the overlay of power with race in the relationship. Carol (who identified as
Black/Garifuna) described having to address a white staff person who was taking up too much
space in the group supervision setting. The person had “this tendency to assume . . . that their
opinions and their feelings and their voice were somehow more important than everyone else’s in
the room.” This posed a challenge for Carol because “as a Black supervisor checking a white
worker . . . almost anything I say—and no matter how diplomatically or how beautifully I say
it—it’s always gonna be the Black person saying something . . . that was anti-white.” Carol
would still speak up but would walk away feeling as though there were going to be
“repercussions” despite her doing her job. “It never came back to me. But those are . . . the sorts
of things that I would always . . . keep in the back of my head. . . . You’re trying to do right . . .
[but] before you’re a supervisor, you’re Black.” Despite being in a role with potentially more
power and influence than the direct staff, Carol expressed that “the power dynamics are almost
equalized or my power . . . [is] diminished because I’m Black.”
Relatedly, participants who identified as white struggled to address bias with staff of
color. Rochelle endeavored to get through to a supervisee of color who had been at the
community-based mental health agency for many years before Rochelle. She was also the only
staff person of color in the program for a “very, very long time.” Rochelle entered the program
in a senior leadership role and opted to make significant structural changes. What was intended
to be a short-term intervention had resulted in many service users remaining in the program for
decades with minimal observed progress. In a staff meeting, Rochelle reflected, “We’re
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institutionalizing Black and Brown bodies.” When Rochelle named this concern, this staff
person of color walked out. The situation remained unresolved. Rochelle reinforced that this
staff person was free to communicate when they disagreed with her but stated the wish to engage
in dialogue around the disagreements (hoping to be “more effective” and hear the “unique
perspective” this staff person brought). Rochelle acknowledged that prior leaders of the program
were “flat out . . . racist” and this likely played out in the disconnect between her and the staff
person. Rochelle, however, generally had more difficulties discussing racism and bias with
interns of color.
Some of them have never done any of this work—you know what I mean?
They’ve lived it, but they’ve never thought about how it plays out and how that
internalized stigma might play out. . . . I’m fully aware . . . that I’m the white
woman in the room. I’m the SVP, right? . . . Authority always brings a different
level of . . . messiness to it in some ways . . . And so sort of walking that line so
that they can see how what’s happening in the room with them is playing out . . .
and still allowing them . . . the reality of their experience.
Mixed results. Some encounters contained a blend of effectiveness and ineffectiveness.
One instance with mixed results was brought up by Kim who spoke about direct engagement
with a transgressor but doing so one-on-one to reduce the stigma of group confrontation. In part
because of feedback from colleagues (who Kim informed she would address the concerns), Kim
confronted the individual about biased statements made in a group supervision setting. Kim was
not sure if the individual’s perspective shifted from the conversation, but the transgression being
addressed was symbolically important for the larger team (indicating that bias would not be
accepted) and may have made the individual “more careful” in the future.
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Rachel, supervising in an outpatient medical setting, spoke about attempting to cultivate
the race consciousness of a student intern, who was a cis-gender female immigrant from Russia.
Bias took the form of the intern denying the possibility of her own experience racial privilege in
the US and blaming service users for their social position and problems they faced. Rachel was
candid about feeling like she was spinning her wheels sharing historic information about the US
with the hopes that such content would resonate with the intern.
It felt like she was just arguing back and just didn’t believe me. . . . It was
speaking to the fact that . . . as an immigrant and who had probably, as most
people, inherited the American dream, and she’s worked hard and overcome, and
da, da, da, da, da, and so why—what are you trying to tell me, that some people
can’t do that? Like that doesn’t make sense.
Further, the intern did not think racial analyses were a part of social work. This
experience prompted Rachel do some “internal” shifting—to “take the long view,” meet the
intern where she was, and focus on taking baby steps toward consciousness development (as
rushing was ineffective). Rachel focused on assessing where the intern was in her process and
sending resources (e.g., videos, articles) that seemed to align with her location—for example,
starting with introducing foundational concepts and sending resources from the perspective of
people who went through a similar experience as the intern. The goal was to avoid alienating the
intern but also not give up on doing the work. Rachel offered to collaborate with the intern’s
professor, who was teaching a course on “diversity,” but the intern refused the help. Rachel
acknowledged that in doing so she was as much trying to learn from the professor’s perspective
what was going on for the intern, to support the intern. Rachel intimated, “Had I known the
professor, I probably would’ve talked to her without the student’s permission [chuckles].”
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Rachel was unsure if any of her work with the intern had an impact. It was an example of mixed
results because Rachel did not completely alienate the intern and lose the connection, but how
much Rachel’s efforts shifted the intern’s perspective on racial inequity remained unclear. The
next section considers in more detail how engaging with anti-racism differed based on the
participant’s racial identity, and the internal work all participants engaged in to bolster their antiracist supervisory capacity.
Intrapsychic Struggle of White Participants
A portion of the participants who identified as white spoke about intrapsychic struggle
and dissonance in their engagement with anti-racism. For example, Kristin spoke about her own
desire “to be perfect,” which stemmed from white supremacist culture. “I can’t see everything
all the time or hear everything all the time,” and yet she was holding herself to that standard.
Kristin reflected on how it felt internally to realize she “missed” something racist (that she or
someone else did) or errored. She went on to explain that her likelihood of being effectively
anti-racist was worse when under stress at work or during “urgent” situations. Making decisions
on the fly and rushing to obtain an outcome, she asked, “Are we doing it in an equitable way?”
Similarly, when discussing personal bias, Rachel was confident there were instances of racism
she overlooked due to lack of awareness—that she was a “work in progress” with many “blind
spots. . . . It’s more likely that I didn’t recognize that something racist was happening [than failed
to act in response to racism].”
The “good” white person. The idea of the good versus bad white person and distancing
from white people with less developed racial consciousness, came up with a few of the
participants who identified as white. This concept is discussed at length in DiAngelo’s (2021)
publication on how ‘progressive’ white people covertly perpetuate racism. Saad (2020, pp. 69–
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70) frames it as an expression of ‘white exceptionalism,’ wherein white people feel exempt from
being impacted by white supremacy, given their awareness of it. Rachel recalled being in a
restorative justice training and the reflections of one of the facilitators that resonated with her.
This facilitator (who was white) was speaking about her initial attempts to “distance herself from
other whites . . . like I’m not like them, like those whites that ‘don’t know.’” The facilitator
noted that to indulge in this urge would be to enact a binary or create a hierarchy of white people
(good/bad, better/worse). Jewels spoke about a similar impulse. To create distance as a “virtue
signal . . . how that again for me in that moment can be very satisfying and feel really selfrighteous. . . . I’m like . . . we as white people need to be ashamed.” Jewels spoke about this
stemming from her anger with white people enacting racial harm and a wish not to be grouped
with them. She noted, however, that the ideal approach (as opposed to distancing) was to hold
white folks accountable without shaming. In doing so, it “actually helps people change.”
For Kristin, this concept arose when her supervisees of color stated they did not “see” her
as white. Although Kristin was tempted by this feedback to disassociate herself from whiteness,
she reflected on the greater value both of being white and of her staff having a positive
experience with her. In the same vein, Kim offered insight into her intrapsychic struggle as a
white supervisor. Kim has had to contend with “self-hatred . . . unpack[ing] my aversion to even
being seen with people who are racist. . . . That’s my white fragility.” Kim observed that all
white people are socialized into being racist, but “progressive white people do not want to be
called that.” Supporting Kim’s observations, DiAngelo (2018, 2021) spells out the forms of
“nice racism” perpetrated by many white progressives, as well as their strong aversion to being
called racist.
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Contending with the Weathering Effect of Anti-Black Racism
Navigating the personal experience of racism represented an additional burden for the
participants who identified as Black/African American. They faced the added adversity, mental
stress, rage, and emotional duress of racialized encounters while maintaining employment. For
example, as surfaced in the experiences of Tricia and Carol, they had to manage the additional
labor of being forced into the role of ‘cultural liaison’ or representative of Blackness, while
having their status and competence immaterially questioned. Saad (2020, p. 145) conceptualizes
this as “emotional labor tokenism,” or when the “emotional labor of discussing and working on
all matters related to racism” are placed on “token BIPOC . . . thus reducing simply to their
race.” Such experiences added a level of complexity for engaging in anti-racist practice—a
practice approach already marginalized but likely riskier for a social work supervisor of color. In
the 1970s, Geronimus (2020) developed the theory of weathering to account for and measure the
physical toll of racism and discrimination over the life course—more specifically, the cumulative
effect of anti-Black racism in hastening the aging process and wearing the stress response system
of African Americans. This theory was echoed in the descriptions of the participants.
Margaret described the relationship with her current boss to exemplify the impact of
interpersonal racial bias on her anti-racist practice. Margaret noted a feeling of disconnect due to
him being a “white man,” and experiencing his impatience (“rolling his eyes”), his lack of
appreciation of her, his wish for her to be more “scientific . . . more disciplined,” the tone of their
remedial dialogues, and the overall feeling that she had “outgrown him.” For example, he asked
Margaret to sit in on meetings on his behalf but remain quiet and offer no input. “I’m a very
passionate person. . . . I am not inclined to be quiet. . . . I feel like I’m adding no value.” In
addition, this supervisor tried to “help” Margaret frame her interests in diversity “in a way that’s
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not offensive” (implicit in this statement was that it was not offensive to white people in the
organization). Margaret explained that this dynamic was part of why she consistently considered
leaving her position and the organization. Another reason cited was the lack of opportunity for
advancement for people of color within the department leadership.
Carol also highlighted the impact of racism on her practice. She spoke about difficulties
discerning whether microaggressions were real, in her “imagination,” and/or if she was being
“hypersensitive.” When she experienced a potential racial transgression, Carol went into “fight
or flight mode . . . or just freeze.” She more often chose:
consciously to freeze . . . because the repercussions of doing the other two [fight
or flight] . . . normally aren’t good [at work]. . . . I freeze on purpose, but then I do
go home, and I think about it . . . process it . . . and then I have to make a decision
whether it’s . . . a battle worth fighting for or not . . . decide whether to let it die or
not.
Part of this process was to consult and connect with people she trusted, which Geronimus
et al. (2020, p. 1174) would group under “shared counternarratives” and cited as a protective
factor against weathering.
Toward subsistence in the work. For Michelle, the emphasis was on how supervisors
can both disrupt racism and stay safe in their role/position.
At the root of it all is finding a space to feel empowered to incorporate it [antiracism] through education. Like helping your staff feel okay with talking about
the subject, finding ways to connect it back to the clinical.
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Michelle suggested that part of doing this might involve researching literature and
sharing it with staff (“to provide some validity to your conversations”), as well as organizational
leadership. She ended by emphasizing the importance of self-care through it all.
‘Cause all of this work is really hard, especially if you work in an institution that’s
not for it, where you’re always battling to make it a necessary topic. So, finding
spaces for your own self-care and then community-care, as well.
Michelle mentioned specific strategies she used for self-sustenance against racism, such as:
social withdrawal…like not watching news, not engaging in social action as much
when there is like a national uproar around a killing of a Black body…I really try
to hide myself away from it…as a means of self-care, self-respect, self-health.
“A Refining Process”
With all these processes, as with embodying anti-racism, all of the participants made it
clear there was no end goal. This was a constant practice. The internal work of the participants
informed their external work, which fed back into the internal work. This is a prominent theme
in anti-racism scholarship on micro-level work (DiAngelo, 2021; Eddo-Lodge, 2017; Kendi,
2019; Menakem, 2017). Despite her tenure in anti-racist work, Jewels noted that “it’s always a
refining process to get it [race] into focus. . . . it’s still an ongoing process, of course.” Similarly,
Beth described anti-racist work as a “practice”:
It’s something I keep front-of-mind. I’m always looking for ways to keep it
going, ‘cause I know how easy it is—‘cause I’ve done it—to just fall back into
my privilege and my whiteness and go about my life. But it’s just not as
authentic.
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To Rachel, this involved “know[ing] themselves . . . the fundamental work is on oneself.”
The majority of participants acknowledged the importance of doing internal work prior to, and in
parallel with, being a supervisor. This aligns with Lorde’s (2007, p. 118) assertion that
transformative change is not solely about tackling external oppressive structures, but also
involves addressing “that piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us, and
which knows only the oppressors’ tactics, the oppressors’ relationships.” As Beth stated to
seemingly white supervisors:
Do your own work. It’s a practice. We are swamped in this [racism]. We’re
steeped in this. Unless . . . we are really paying attention, we don’t get it.
And Sean noted, “Go inward first. Find out . . . your comfortability . . . with you and
who they [supervisees] are. . . . Normalize the discomfort that might be there.”
Louise stressed the need for ongoing commitment to anti-racist work—“it’s not just
taking a workshop.” And Rosanne emphasized the importance of ongoing learning and
reflection, as well as “doing the work” in relationship with other people. “It’s not you trying
alone to do this.” Rosanne named this as particularly important given the lack of race/racism as
a primary focus in MSW education and how the school-based exposure to content is dependent
on the program and the profession. Similarly, Rochelle spoke about taking some sort of
“immersive . . . high caliber training” to do the work first to be able to better supervise people.
To effectively sustain and remain in this process, there was a clear need for community or
collectivity to mitigate the potential isolation, burnout, and alienation the participants faced.
Connection to like-minded people, space for exploration, inspiration, accountability, and learning
served as protective factors for participants to mitigate fatigue and persist in the work. Carol
highlighted the importance of being in community with akin people to engage in anti-racism.
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She spoke about being a new supervisor in a cohort of new supervisors (all of whom were of
color). She credited that “sense of community” and “shared experience” with getting her
through her initial few years of management and inspiring her to create similar dynamics among
her staff.
This section covered the strategies and tactics participants used to practice anti-racism in
their supervision and to attempt to disrupt racism. This included how participants built
meaningful relationships with supervisees, evaluated the race consciousness of staff, identified
and addressed racial bias in practice, and developed skills for increasing efficacy, as well as how
well they perceived themselves doing in the work. What became clear was the complexity
involved in attempting to do this work, the internal work and support needed to sustain, and the
dedication of the participants despite mixed perceived outcomes. The next section considers the
impact of organizational context on engagement in anti-racist practice and supervision.
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CHAPTER SIX
How Organizational Context Impacts Anti-Racist Practice and Supervision
Organizational context can constrict, inhibit, and mold anti-racism practice and
supervision. This section first considers these dynamics as described by the participants
including leadership and staffing composition, funding pressures, and the application of business
practices to social service delivery. It also delves into marginalizing experiences of the
participants within organizations stemming from the intentional ignoring or erasure of history
(organizational and societal) and dismissiveness of anti-racist efforts. Then effective responses
to such dynamics are considered. All these facets are relevant as they speak to the context in
which the participants attempted to engage in anti-racist supervision and disrupt racism. The
bias and racism that was permitted or endorsed, as well as the efficacy and capacity of the
participants to engage in anti-racism, was significantly impacted by the organizational context in
which they worked.
Organizational Barriers to Anti-Racist Practice
As introduced above, organizational attributes impact the ability to engage in anti-racist
supervision. This first section considers variables prominent to the participants: the demographic
make-up of organizational leadership and staff and its relationship to fiscal pressures, the neoliberal work culture of managerialism, and the experiences of dismissiveness and erasure
observed by the participants.
Leadership and Staffing Composition
Leadership composition. A few participants mentioned that in high-level leadership in
social service organizations or social work departments in host (healthcare) settings, there was a
preponderance of predominantly white, cis-gender, heterosexual females, and this homogeneity

129

constricted anti-racism practice. This holds true in the literature. For example, in a 2016 survey
of 875 social service providers who completed an immersive anti-racism training in New York
City, 78% were employed in agencies in which executive leadership was primarily white. “The
racial composition reported for organizational personnel reflects a pattern common in human
service and educational institutions in large urban areas: white people predominate among
leadership and staff, while service users were more likely to be people of color” (Blitz &
Abramovitz, 2016, p. 99) Margaret spoke specifically about leadership hierarchies within her
setting: “Who has formal power? Who has titles? Who gets promoted? . . . Whose voice is
heard?” Relatedly, for Louise (who identified as white), the demographic and racial make-up of
an organization’s leadership greatly impacted the efficacy of anti-racist work.
The ones that are run by all white people pay a lot of lip service to ‘yessing’ you
but don’t make any changes. And it’s like pushing a rock up a hill because they’ll
just ‘yes’ you to death, but you don’t see any changes.
Louise referred to organizations with all-white boards as having “color ceilings . . . [and being]
stuck in the mud.” In contrast, for Louise, organizations run by people of color—“that’s [antiracism] their work . . . they’re in another league.”
Related to leadership composition and leadership decision-making, the organizational
need for and relationship with funding sources impacted how an organization aligned with antiracism or more radical tenets. Louise brought in the issue of financial backing and how wealth,
the need for funding, and the need to keep donors comfortable had a lot to do with whether an
organization was open to meaningful change. She described donor trips for one philanthropic
organization she was affiliated with that would re-enact “old-school” colonialism, wherein:
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the communities literally sit on the floor and the donors have seats. And the
donors are facing the community and asking them questions and interrupting
people when they’re talking. . . . [The leadership] don’t know how to do it
[change the dynamic] and are afraid to touch it. So, if they’re raising money, it’s
capitalism. It’s really linked.
Staffing composition. Like leadership composition, the make-up of the staff can impact
the degree to which supervisors engage in anti-racism practice. Beth, a white supervisor in a
community mental health clinic, named as an organizational limitation the homogeneity of the
staff and interns, and the “lack of attention paid to race in clinical practice,” including training
around raising the issue of “whiteness.” “Whatever I have done in my agency [related to antiracism] has been in a vacuum with no support.” At Beth’s organization, the interns were all
white and female. When Beth raised concerns about this limitation, senior leadership shut down
the conversation, citing the non-heteronormative sexual orientation of staff as a sufficient form
of diversity.
I couldn’t help but notice but all of the interns of the social workers and other
interns in my clinic are white, mostly female and when I brought it to the clinic
director, she laughed and said, [with sarcasm] “you know, lesbians don't count as
diversity?” So that kind of roadblock . . . Very dismissive, and also not following
up with a serious attempt to broaden the work of hiring and training.
Beth observed the consequence of this trend in the circumstances of one of the service
users to whom she provided therapy. This person was a Black female in social work school who
was “being steered towards a non-clinical placement for her second year.” Beth saw this as
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indicative that clinical placement opportunities were not being offered as openly to students of
color in a potentially systemic way (beyond just at her clinic).
Sean (who identified as African American) drew a connection between institutional
racism, staffing composition, and leadership within the large healthcare system where he
worked. Sean described how he observed service users being treated differently according to
their presumed race. “Patients who tend to get less services [laughs] tend to not be white. . . .
Patients who get stigmatized as dangerous—tend to be . . . men of color, who are not
economically privileged.” Sean went on to describe how inpatient social workers in this system
were predominantly white females and presented as “afraid of darker men,” which would impact
engagement and, thus, depth of assessment of needs.
It’ll be like there’s this force field [laughs] . . . It’ll be a protective element . . . so
therefore . . . you don’t get the true story; you don’t go deeper because there’s this
level of protection or this level of fear . . . which is unfortunate because the person
[service user] never makes a connection [with the social worker] because they
always feel other.
Further, Sean observed how the homogenous leadership in the organization did not
challenge these practices.
Jewels, a white supervisor, brought up a complicated scenario that involved false affinity
with her via racial alignment and stemmed from the perceived power of predominantly white
staffing within an organization. Jewels was the clinical supervisor to a Black middle manager
who had a supervisee who identified as white and came from an affluent background. Jewels
described “subtle racism” on the part of the white supervisee toward the manager as evidenced
by “talking down” and “patronizing,” a style of interaction the supervisee also used with service
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users of color. Jewels attributed this behavior to the white supervisee’s “internalized white
superiority.” Jewels struggled with efficacy here—on how to navigate maintaining a working
relationship with both parties. There was a tension because of Jewels’ senior position in the
organization. She had to both validate the middle manager’s experience of racism perpetrated by
the white staff person and not alienate that white staff person. Jewels put most of her energy
toward supporting the Black middle manager, who felt “backed up” by Jewels. In retrospect,
Jewels realized this was a missed opportunity, however, to address bias with the white supervisee
(who “enacted fragility” by leaving the organization and seemingly not gaining insight into her
expressions of racial bias). Jewels conveyed reflexivity and vulnerability when speaking about
how she had attempted to distance herself in the eyes of the middle manager from the supervisee
in order to come across as a “good” (versus “bad”) white person (discussed in more depth in the
“engaging in anti-racist supervision” section). In some ways, this may have constricted Jewels’
ability to engage with the white supervisee and compel potential growth (via a better “working
relationship”).
“Too Many Cases. Too Much Pressure”
The work culture and structure of an organization can also inhibit anti-racist practice.
Rachel (who identified as white) astutely observed “that organizations . . . created by and for
whites, with a hierarchical structure that benefits whites” will inherently pose barriers to antiracism. She provided an example of working within a community-based mental health clinic
which she called “white organizing culture.” The model emphasized quantity, outputs, and data,
with a constant time pressure. The dynamic of time scarcity (“too many cases . . . too much
pressure”) gave staff the impression that there was no time for conversations about racism and
inequity “even though it’s all the race-based influence that’s creating this structure in the first
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place and creating the pressure.” Rachel described it as being in a “tight little box . . . we created
. . . and all the shit that’s important is outside the damn box.” The constraint of “making
numbers” and over-emphasis on productivity became the excuse to avoid the harder and
consequential topic of racism. This account speaks to existing critiques of managerialism, the
neoliberal model of social service delivery wherein business practices developed out of slave
labor camp management approaches are applied to clinical practice. As previously mentioned in
Chapter Two, this results in a reduction in clinical discretion and efficiency being valued over
depth (which erases cultural nuance) (Abramovitz, 2012; Antonopoulou & Dervisi, 2009;
Asakura & Maurer, 2018; Hair, 2015; Kaul, 2016; E. Lee & Bhuyan, 2013; Noble & Irwin,
2009; Rosenthal, 2016; Strier & Binyamin, 2014; Todd et al., 2015).
Carol’s (who identified as Black/Garifuna) healthcare organization followed a similar
“business model” and made no attempt to address racism or discrimination. By failing to discuss
the root causes of inequity, the organization avoided having to do so. Carol felt race only was
discussed when she raised it and that she could not be open about her anti-racist approach. In
fact, she chose to avoid the topic of race because she did not want to be put in the “depleting”
role of “teacher” of race and racism for white colleagues. Carol did note an instance under a
specific supervisor in which she was “afforded the space” to delve into these topics. “It made the
work feel more impactful . . . and made me feel more powerful in my role.”
Dismissiveness and Erasure
Four participants shared additional examples of how organizational context can obscure
efforts to address race and racism. These took the form of dismissiveness, or the diminution of
the existence of and harm caused by racism, and erasure, such as the disregard of history and its
influences on the current state. Both tactics are common forms of white resistance to racial
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justice efforts. They represent examples of willful blindness and intentional ignorance, which
serve to absolve the organization of racist culpability and simultaneously (and covertly)
perpetuate white supremacy through “disconnection, nonengagement, and ‘complicity in
domination’” (Baldwin, 1993b; Bussey, 2019, p. 3; Dismantling Racism: A Resource Book for
Social Change Groups, 2003; G. Shulman, 2011).
Beth (who identified as white) described examples of dismissiveness. Despite a multidecade career in social work, Beth had never worked in an organization that promoted antiracism. Instead, she experienced both overt (such as how the organization failed to bring in any
student interns of color, discussed above) and covert discouragement around addressing
race/racism in the work. An example of covert marginalization was how discussions of race
(such as in trainings) were only permitted when embedded in larger dialogues about
intersectionality. Beth pointed out the danger of this by citing David Billings’ idea that “if you
get several white people in a room to talk about race, sooner or later, very quickly, the
conversation will move off race.” This is a common expression of institutional anti-Black
racism—“co-opting . . . language around ‘intersectionality’ to deflect race” (McGee &
Kanagasingam, 2021).
Jewels (who identified as white) offered another example of racial dismissiveness in the
form of organizational colorblindness. Colorblindness discredits institutional racism by shifting
the focus to the individual—explaining the experience of the individual as relative to personal
strengths or pathologies and ignoring the larger societal/structural factors and influences
(Billings, 2016a; Blee & Yates, 2015; Finch, 2016; Gill, 2016; Hastie & Rimmington, 2014;
Leonardo, 2004; Mukherjee, 2014; Saad, 2020). Through this focus on individualism,
colorblindness simultaneously upholds the myths of meritocracy and social Darwinism, while

135

denying the impact of history (DiAngelo, 2021; Sandel, 2020; Sussman, 2014). As DiAngelo
(2021, p. 30) states, “the ideology of individualism is dependent on denial of the past as relevant
to the present. . . . [It] allows us to deny the significance of the rules themselves, who makes the
rules, and whom the rules serve.” Jewels spoke about her work as a social worker in an
organization that served individuals impacted by the criminal legal system. Although a
presumed progressive approach to ‘criminal justice,’ the “best practices” often over-emphasized
changing the individual as opposed to changing the systems causing the individual’s suffering.
Such a focus on individualism trivializes the impact of systemic racism on individual autonomy,
access, opportunity, and self-determination.
Programs are developed that are looking at . . . individual decision making or
individual thinking. . . . The ideas was to have fixed people by [addressing their]
criminal thinking so that they’re not committing crimes, as opposed to creating
programs that are addressing . . . [for example, the] over-policing of people of
color.
Margaret (who identified as Black) offered an additional example of colorblindness
enacted via organizational leadership. She described how her current supervisor (a white man)
showed her “how to use the language” via a colorblind framework (which is counter to antiracism) (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Saad, 2020). Margaret had requested being assigned a Black
intern. Margaret’s supervisor, in turn, framed her request to the department in a way that
obscured race. It is unclear whether this action was Margaret’s supervisor attempting to protect
her or an expression of his own limitations around race.
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Similarly, Sean (who identified as African American) described dismissive supervision:
It’s interesting because…every time I mention . . . therapy or social work practice
that’s targeted to people of color . . . he [current supervisor] is not interested at all.
. . . Then when I talk about how African Americans perceive therapy . . . there’s
also a silence . . . so it’s kind of strange cause he’s very passionate about therapy
[laughs] and reaching people who [are] usually unreachable.
Despite this silencing, Sean shared resources with his team around how to destigmatize
receiving therapy with people of color. “I just go underground and continue doing what I’m
doing.”
When reflecting on her organization, a community-based outpatient mental health clinic,
Rosanne pointed to intentional erasure on the part of organizational leadership, as well as
dismissiveness. Rosanne took a step back in time to note how the history of an organization
rippled into the present. Her clinic’s originators “were involved in the slave trade” and she
pointed out how the failure to “acknowledge that and address that” was problematic. “They
don’t own their roots in that way.” Not surprisingly, this same organization failed to hold
supervisors accountable for addressing issues of racism and bias and frowned upon anti-racism
work. This exemplifies Baldwin’s (1993b) point that disavowal of history is a prerequisite for
white innocence. Rosanne then provided the example of applying for and getting awarded a
grant to have all the agency’s staff complete an immersive, three-day anti-racism training.
“Everything has been shot down. And they . . . have the money. It’s not a money thing. . . .
They [the leadership] just didn’t want to do it.” Instead, they brought in an implicit bias trainer.
“It’s just kind of checking a box to them.” Dismissiveness here took the form of tokenizing
racial harms by conflating a multi-day anti-racism training with a two-hour implicit bias training
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(Dismantling Racism: A Resource Book for Social Change Groups, 2003). It is a welldocumented strategy for protecting whiteness and keeping white participants from feeling
threatened (DiAngelo, 2021).
Making it Work within Organizations
Despite these aforementioned barriers and organizational challenges, some participants
did describe ways in which they engaged successfully in anti-racism supervision. This next
section considers how they did so, such as by creating supervisory sanctuary and with the help of
supportive leadership. It also offers insight into the benefits and limitations of working within
overtly anti-racist organizations.
Change from within: Creating supervisory sanctuary
Scholarship on engaging in social justice activism within the field of social work speaks
to the multiple channels for change making, including from within oppressive organizations
(Mertens, 2007; Mullaly, 2007). The majority of participants had not and were not working in
organizations that had embraced an anti-racist framework. Still, many had found means to
promote anti-racism tenets with their supervisees. Facing potential organizational constraints,
Jewels (who identified as white) spoke from her current work as an organizational social justice
consultant and described how supervision (individual and group) could become a supplemental
space, or “bubble,” in which “if you’re able to build that relationship with your individual staff
or intern . . . you can have these exploratory conversations.” Jewels explained that in such
spaces, one could engage in an organizational analysis on how to strategically move anti-racism
work forward “based in reality . . . pushing the work forward . . . in an effective way . . . that
isn’t . . . this myth, overly radical or idealistic.”
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Louise (who identified as white) spoke about this aspect as well—that as a supervisor,
part of the role was to bring awareness to racism within an organization (that people in an
organization may not even be aware of) and to discern the type of change that was possible there.
Jewels went further to describe the supervisory space as an opportunity to help staff process
frustrations (such as when there was a mismatch between the organizational mission and the
practice or experience of staff and/or service users), “vent,” and “develop resilience”
(particularly in “white-led Organizations” in which shifting things “super left” was unlikely).
That’s something that I have found very powerful in my work is being able to
provide that space for staff, for white staff and staff of color. . . . I’ve gotten a lot
of feedback from folks about that making the work feel more manageable…and
feel like you can do the long-haul, transformative work in a different way . . .
even if the organization you chose . . . [is] farther back in time than where we
want to be.
Tricia (who identified as Black/African American) echoed this by speaking about how an
organization may set the tone (“the power to say yes, it’s okay to talk about [racism], because it
exists or, no, we are not going to talk about it because that would be calling us out”), but she
maintained a certain degree of autonomy within the supervisory space in her work providing
short-term therapy to healthcare-system employees. The strength and insight to do so, however,
took experience and time.
Similarly, Sean noted the “freedom to supervise and say a lot of things that other people
in other organizations may not.” His organization was a healthcare setting which historically
served Jewish people. Sean saw this history as “rich” but very limiting for people of color
“especially the race that I am a part of, African Americans, in feeling the liberty to speak against
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certain things that we see.” Sean described his use of self as an inroad in supervision to air
observations about his organization and its limitations (“be aware of racism”). This naming of
“inherent structural racism” allowed the dialogue to move into a constructive discussion about
change-making—whether supervisees aimed to remain in the organization and combat racism
from “within the system” or not.
There are ways to fight, and I think staying within the system might be one of the
ways, and not being labeled a certain, you know . . . ignorant or . . . belligerent . . .
uneducated and all the other things. . . . You use the oppressor’s language and the
oppressor’s tools a lot of times . . . and be as savvy as [Malcom X and Martin
Luther King Jr] have been in order to affect change.
In contrast to use of self, Louise, a white supervisor who supervised student interns in the
community organizing concentration, saw her interns as the ones in a unique role. To Louise,
they had the privilege to use their position to make change in an organization without as much
risk as employees. She focused on “making them aware of how systems work and how
challenging it is to change the whole system, but then targeting either their supervisor—
depending on who that person is and what their politics are—or other colleagues.” The goal was
to network and find allies within the work by becoming aware of the “macro and the micro” and
where their power resided.
Supportive leadership
Having the backing of leadership was another means through which the participants
could engage more readily in anti-racism practice and supervision. Michelle, a Black supervisor,
emphasized how supportive administrations and institutional coalitions created the space for
anti-racism work to occur and real action to be taken. This stood in stark contrast to her
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experiences in a large medical setting where instead she noted “attempts to create [token]
diversity” with no action offered, “no disruption of systems . . . no calling out of . . . how is the
administration to do better.” Michelle envisioned how in institutions that supported people, there
was a framework to do so, such as by having committees comprised of people across staff
positions (housekeeping to senior leadership), having infrastructure that endorsed “love [and]
growth,” having inclusive decision-making spaces, and having accountability for wrongdoing.
“Racism, discrimination, is all of the ways I think about . . . not being included to being excluded
based upon something particular to you.” Michelle suggested the strategy of finding allies (both
laterally and in different types of positions) who “support this type of [anti-racist] work” and
research organizational policies on racism/discrimination.
Overtly Anti-Racist Organizations
Three of the white participants had experience working within organizations in which
anti-racism was named as a value in their mission statement. Kristin noted that this played out at
her charter school in leadership asking “tough questions” of the staff, such as: “how are you not
perpetuating racism as a social worker?” Sophie and Kim also worked within community-based
youth organizations where anti-racism was overtly named as an organizational value, such as in
the organization’s mission statement and job interviews. Kim spoke about her organization
creating a staff of color accountability circle. The intention of this group was to review
organizational policy and changes using an anti-racist lens and hold the organization accountable
to anti-racist tenets. Due to time limitations, the group focused on larger policy changes, but its
presence still had impact. Sophie emphasized how, although an overt anti-racist mission
statement did not guarantee anti-racist practices across the board, “the fact that it’s named means
that it’s okay to bring it up.” For example, if people enacted white supremacist practices and
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“flounder,” it could be addressed. She compared this to organizations in which anti-racism is not
named. “It’s a lot heavier and harder, and people take a lot more defensiveness and offense
when you name . . . ‘this feels like a little bit of white supremacy here.’”
Potential pitfalls of anti-racist organizations. Despite having the space for prospective
candor, the fundamental design of Kristin’s charter school program was still oppressive as the
financial constraints and needs of the students’ clashed. This resulted in higher needs students
being categorized as not the right “fit” for the program and these students/families being
counseled out (as the program did not adopt its design to meet the IEP requirements). When
explaining why the program lacked the staffing to meet the needs of more complex student
situations, Kristin cited prior financial mismanagement of the school resulting in significant
staffing cuts. These cuts were made out of urgency, time scarcity, and under pressure (white
supremacist cultural tenets), which mirrored the prevailing leadership dynamic (which Kristin
noted elsewhere were the conditions in which she and others acted with less awareness to antiracism tenets) (Jones & Okun, 2001). “A lot of the school structures themselves are very
reactive.” This parallel process between how the school was managed and the approach taken by
staff speaks to how much the culture of an organization trickles into the interpersonal dynamics
and becomes embodied.
Further, the efficacy of engaging in anti-racist practices could be mitigated by the
behavior of those in power and how they exert their influence in an organization. In a different
organization in which Kim had worked (an urban botanical garden youth program), the
Executive Director (ED) intentionally recruited and hired staff of color, but “very carefully
vetted [the new hires for] people who never disagreed with him from within . . . and who’d never
brought up race.” In this same organization, the ED removed aspects of an anti-racism
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organizational assessment that was completed that would challenge his approach, ignoring the
recommendations altogether.
Finally, even in overtly anti-racist organizations, organizational policies may still be
reflective of white supremacist cultural tenets and play out within staff dynamics. Sophie
mentioned struggling to intervene when tension existed between a Black staff person and a Black
supervisor, when the supervisor was “enacting . . . organizational level things . . . [that are the]
result of racism.” This led to an observation about how this can result in “non-white people”
promoting racist policies. What held Sophie back in this instance was “not trusting that instinct .
. . not wanting to overstep . . . [or] speak for somebody if it wasn’t what they were feeling.” In
addition, there was a piece of “self-protection” from being labeled a “rabble-rouser.” In
addition, Sophie was concerned with “not knowing what to say” or acting when her instinct was
incorrect.
This section has considered the ways in which organizational context impacted antiracism supervision. Participants reflected on macro-level influences, the demographics of
leadership and staff, financial implications, neoliberal approaches to practice, willful ignorance
of history, and tokenizing staff efforts to push the organization toward anti-racist tenets. These
variables allowed for discriminatory practices to take hold and have the potential to constrict
anti-racist practice and supervision. In addition, this section has offered insights into how
participants engaged effectively in anti-racist practice within both supportive and unsupportive
organizations.

143

CHAPTER SEVEN
Influence of Current Events on Study
The time during which the two sets of interviews (initial and follow up) occurred was one
of socio-political and economic turmoil in the US. Between initial engagement and completion
of the second interviews was the 2020 presidential election and the end of the reign of the Trump
Administration. Furthermore, the development of a global pandemic during the same period
spotlighted issues of social and economic inequity that fell along racial and ethnic lines (in the
US and globally). The pandemic underscored how aspects of identity that are socially
constructed (particularly race) continue to have grave material consequences. Finally, the
murder of George Floyd on May 25, 2020 prompted a global response to the killing of Black
people by US law enforcement in a way never seen previously. Discussions of white supremacy
and systemic racism, as well as anti-racism, entered the mainstream media, sites of employment,
and public spaces under the auspices of a “racial reckoning” (Chudy & Jefferson, 2021). A large
swath of white people joined in the global uprisings which initially brought more discussions of
oppression, privilege, dismantling of systems, and calls for action (Cobbina et al., 2021).
Whereas practicing from an anti-racist perspective was potentially marginalized in social service
spaces prior, these uprisings centered this approach. The actual systemic implications, both on
the social work profession and organizations/institutions more broadly, however, is yet to be
seen (Chudy & Jefferson, 2021; McCoy, 2020; Rendon & Stiffman, 2020). Since the summer of
2020, support of the Black Lives Matter movement by dominant culture has waned. Polling
indicates that backing of the movement by Republicans and white people a year after George
Floyd’s murder was lower than levels prior to his death (Chudy & Jefferson, 2021). This is
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reflective of a backlash after a period of potential movement toward racial equity, similar to what
was observed after the election of Barack Obama (F. V. Harrison, 1995; Parker, 2016).
Impact on the Participants
For the study participants, the impact of the global pandemic and racial equity uprisings
created a tension. There was an increased awareness and discussion of race and racism in
professional spaces. Still, it remained unclear whether transformative change would be
supported or be a trend for whites (and if those pushing for real change were being set up to fail).
Layered on this was the personal, communal, and global trauma of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The pandemic caused the lives of the participants to shift significantly, such as changes to
location and modality of work; increasing caregiving responsibilities; loss of family, friends,
colleagues, and service users; and an altered sense of community. Participants and their staff
experienced personal losses, and they all experienced losses within their service user networks.
This parallel process was a new dynamic to navigate (and navigate remotely/virtually for most
participants).
Additionally, the racial uprisings created an increased demand for supervisory support
around issues of racism. Claire described this demand as: “how to process racial dynamics,
trauma, microaggressions that come up in therapy sessions . . . [and] group dynamics.” In her
organization, Rosanne observed increased discomfort by white people having to face the grave
degree of racial problems in the US. More specifically, they voiced concerns when protests were
in the proximity of their homes. “They’re uncomfortable because they’re seeing it in their
neighborhoods and they’re not comfortable with people protesting in their neighborhoods. . . .
When it directly impacts them is when they wanna have a conversation about it, and [I am] using
that as an opportunity to start to educate them a little bit.” This observation is a reflection of
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Derrick Bell’s (1980) concept of “interest convergence,” when policy or societal shifts occur
once white communities are impacted by a social issue.
Tricia spoke about how the combination of the George Floyd murder, Trump
Administration, and increased violence against people who present as Asian American/Pacific
Islander (AAPI) created the sense of a broader coalition, which encouraged her to speak up
more. “Before there was such a movement from people from every single race and ethnicity to
fight it and to stop it. . . . I didn’t have as much power or as much safety to speak it because of
fear of what might’ve happened. . . . [Now] I don’t feel like I’m an angry Black woman in the
room affecting . . . because now everybody is dealing with it.”
In the supervisory milieu, participants described both a greater capacity to weave race
into every discussion, as well as a paralysis by it. Kristin described the “doubly traumatic”
experience for her staff of color which took away from getting to the “clinical work” in
supervision since additional time was needed for processing and support. This led Kristin to feel
less effective as a supervisor, because although there was more permission to discuss
race/racism, the added stress and pressure of the pandemic made supervision overall more
challenging. “[More things] fall to the wayside. . . . There’s so much we can do [with the
heightened awareness of racial inequity] . . . and then I just need to get through this.”
A few participants echoed how the remote form of supervision made it difficult to read
dynamics, build rapport, leverage relationship, and engage in deeper topics. Working digitally
made it harder for some participants to read silences, identify biases, and name them. Michelle
observed that people felt more “emboldened” working online. “There’s the shield of the digital
wall. . . . People can sit in silence and that silence could be screaming messages . . . [and]
because of the space it’s hard to pick up . . . hard to identify . . . hard to name and to call out . . .
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sometimes highly problematic views.” As such, the modality made it more difficult to address
racism, making group spaces potentially more “violent and unsafe.” Michelle intimated she was
not clear if this had to do with working online or if online forums had become a new space for
“anti-Black racism to show up in new ways.”
Last, and potentially most detrimental for the participants, remote work reduced the
collective and communal aspect of in-person connection. For Carol, that lack of community
exacerbated her fatigue and increased her feelings of burnout. As she described, collectivity:
fortifies the work. . . . I’m definitely not functioning . . . I have not been
functioning as it pertains . . . to being deliberate . . . and thoughtful about these
things. I haven’t had time to sit back and . . . commiserate with other people who
are like-minded so that I could feel inspired to do this [anti-racism work] as part
of my day-to-day work.
Carol named how it was potentially liberatory to no longer have her anti-racist
perspective be covert, but this potential was constricted by her experience of being overwhelmed
and exhausted. She described being “torn” between opportunity and fatigue and the guilt that
came along with inaction. Carol also pondered if the invitation to be openly anti-racist
professionally was a set up since no organizational “safety net” had been put into place.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Discussion
Implications of Findings for Social Work Practice and Education
The impact of the global events outlined in Chapter Seven illuminated existing discourses
of power and access: how life in the US continues to be disparately valued and protected based
on a constructed racial hierarchy. Working within a profession with an explicit social justice
value and history of activism (Abramovitz, 1998; J. Harrison et al., 2016; Kaul, 2016; National
Association of Social Workers, 1996, 2007; Social Work Policy Institute, 2014), social workers
have an obligation to actively disrupt racism (Bussey, Thompson, et al., 2021; Kendi, 2019).
Failure to do so is to be complicit with an inequitable status quo and promotes a toxic and violent
culture built upon a US history of genocide, land seizure, and chattel slavery (Bussey, Jemal, et
al., 2021; Jemal, 2016). Interruption of such an enormous and pernicious force as racism
requires a multi-pronged approach that engages all systemic levels (from micro to macro). This
study homes in on interpersonal dynamics, but they are a microcosm of broader societal
dynamics. Indeed, “institutional practices generate social identities, which in turn trigger new
knowledge and practices”; the individual and society are inherently linked (Chambon, 1999, p.
56). By offering thick descriptive reflections of anti-racist supervisory practices from those
actively working in the field, this study aims to add empirical findings to currently limited
scholarship on anti-racist social work supervision. Additionally, unearthing strategies for antiracism supervision helps build capacity for interrupting racism in social work practice more
broadly (as anti-racist supervision helps to create anti-racist practitioners). What follows is a
summary of the implications of the findings for social work practice, at the organizational level,
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for social work education, and for the profession more broadly. The chapter closes with a
discussion of the study’s limitations and opportunities for future research.
In Practice
Through empirically grounded findings, this study builds upon existing literature and
offers an in vivo, practice-based perspective. The prospective strategies and tactics for
interrupting racism in social work practice offer practical tools that social work supervisors
might employ to engage in anti-racism practice at the individual and interpersonal levels. More
specifically, the findings reinforce existing scholarship which: endorses the importance of
relationship-building for effective supervisory engagement (with particular attention to aspects of
power and identity) (Berger et al., 2018; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Pieterse, 2018); suggests
the value of taking a structural evaluative approach to understanding the needs of service users
(Bussey, Jemal, et al., 2021; Metzl & Hansen, 2014); promotes the value of centering race within
supervisory clinical discussions (Finch et al., 2016; Otuyelu et al., 2016; W. Tolliver &
Burghardt, 2016); and, offers strategies for addressing biases that staff enact or express (Jemal et
al., 2019; Smooth, 2014; Sue et al., 2019). Specific to moving the literature forward, this study
offers insights into the preparatory efforts needed for supervisors hoping to effectively engage in
anti-racist supervision that include: 1) applying a structural assessment approach to examining
supervisor and supervisee positionality toward the development of clinical reflexivity, and 2)
providing concrete approaches to identifying bias or prejudice within the practice of supervisees.
At the individual, supervisor level. An initial and fundamental step to engaging in
effective anti-racist supervision is for supervisors to be at a place in their own journey to
responsibly enter into this supervisory role with staff. Developing this capacity is twofold. First,
building general management skills (and clinical supervisory skills, as applicable) and cultivating
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a leadership style as the broader scaffolding for supervision is central. Such skills include
delegation, clear and accessible communication, providing feedback, and managing expectations.
Advancing these skills precludes inadvertent harm to staff (caused by supervision without clear
direction, role clarity, expectations, and accountability). Further, they may serve as a protective
factor (that of managerial “competency”) in instances of staff backlash to supervisory feedback
on issues of bias and racism. Anti-racism supervisory approaches may evoke defensiveness or
counterattack by staff. A supervisor with evident strengths in general management would be
better positioned to work through such negative feedback or prospective confrontations without
their practice in totality being questioned.
A second step is engaging in education, self-reflection, and supervision around personal
identity, racial dynamics in the US, and anti-racism tenets (Jemal & Bussey, 2018). As this
study reveals, the racial identity and personal experiences of the supervisor would inform what
this preparatory work would look like. The path for supervisors of color with lived experience
identifying and navigating racism would likely differ from white supervisors who potentially
come to understand the realities of racial harm later in life (Bussey, 2019; C. W. Mills, 2014).
For all supervisors, examining biases in all areas (both positive and negative) is critical for
entering into supervisory work with more awareness around how these biases may play out (and
with strategies to mitigate them). Such efforts might be more effectively supported through:
positive relationships with their own supervisors in which a broad range of emotions can be
safely expressed and explored (McGee & Kanagasingam, 2021) and accountability and growth
can be modeled; within race-based groups, such as caucus spaces, in which for white participants
the focus would be on interrogating the enactment of white supremacy and for people of color
the focus would be on collective validation and healing (Geronimus et al., 2020); through
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immersive trainings on the reverberations of white supremacy within US culture and personal
biases, including how to mediate them; through ongoing engagement with anti-racism content
(as there is no end point); and through additional forms of community connection (support
groups, community activism, artistic collections, etc.) for support, accountability, sustenance,
and healing.
At the interpersonal level with supervisees. The findings emphasize that anti-racist
supervision is premised on a strong relational foundation with those being supervised. The
importance of relationship-building cannot be overstated because it sets the groundwork for
candid discussion about vulnerabilities and challenging topics. Despite perceived contextual
obstacles to relationship-building (such as limits on time and pressures of the work), the time
invested into this feature of supervision results in huge payouts as far as quality supervisory
engagement (Noble & Irwin, 2009). Supervisors should advocate for consistent and protected
time to offer supervision to their staff, included in the paid work schedule. Making this time a
priority communicates the value of human relationship and counters the dehumanizing aspect of
capitalism that equates worker value solely to productivity (A. Jemal, personal communication,
November 14, 2021). Aligned with protected supervision time is the capacity of supervisors to
view their staff as whole people (beyond their work utility) and show up as whole humans, too,
such as by naming aspects of their identity and experience and acknowledging their own
limitations and fallibility. This is not the same as inverting supervision to be about the
supervisors or obscuring the power differential within the relationship, but instead suggests that
supervisors reveal a more holistic version of themselves. Adjacent to this is supervisors coming
as learners to the supervisory milieu. While supervisors are there to guide, support, educate,
model, hold accountable, and facilitate growth, in any relationship there is a bidirectional give
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and take (Berger et al., 2018; Hair & O’Donoghue, 2009; Pieterse, 2018). Reducing the pressure
on the supervisor to be the “expert” and have the answer to every problem allows for shared
learning through brainstorming, troubleshooting, and collective problem-solving. It also gives
credence to additional sources of knowledge, such as the supervisee’s lived experience. This
appropriately challenges a hierarchical dynamic that can create arbitrary distance within working
relationships. Necessary for reciprocal learning, however, is humility on the part of the
supervisor—having confidence in ‘not knowing’ and being open to the possibility that they may
learn from their supervisees (A. Jemal, personal communication, November 14, 2021).
What this may look like in practice is dedicating time at the outset of a supervisory
relationship to inquire about the staff person’s interests, goals, and perspective not limited to the
social work role. This content can be revisited, built upon, and woven into further discussions.
Such an approach may not be comfortable for all supervisees, however, given their socialization
into professional norms regarding the separation of the personal from the professional. While
this is not a requirement for anti-racist supervision to occur, it could be an inroad into deeper
relationship (A. Jemal, personal communication, November 14, 2021). Coupled with this
information sharing is checking in with staff about how they are doing more generally, as it is a
reflection of how they are doing with the work. Supervision can become a space for exploration
of the complexities of interpersonal racism and how everyone is socialized within a racist society
(which may present as internalized racism, internalized dominance, or a blend of both) (Lorde,
2007). Ideally, trust is gradually built such that supervisees, as well as supervisors, can provide

152

feedback about the quality of the work and relationship, including around aspects of aligned or
divergent identity and related experiences.
Centering race. Within this relational foundation-building, the findings highlight the
importance of bringing race into supervision at the outset. This might be through discussions of
supervisor and supervisory identity or creating an expectation that the racialization of service
users is part of each case consideration. In this way, naming race becomes normalized and
expected. It is not the sole clinical feature, but a constant facet of the clinical collage.
Structural assessment approach. Connected with centering race is teaching a structural
approach to assessing service users. This is not limited to clinical social work assessments, but is
a framework for understanding service users within the broader context of policy, history, sociopolitical dynamics, and economic realities (Bussey, Jemal, et al., 2021; Metzl & Hansen, 2014).
This relates to Franz Fanon’s (1982) conceptualization of a “sociogenic approach,” which views
internal psychological experiences as being in response to socio-political structures.
The dichotomy of agency and structure; [or] micro and macro . . . is eliminated as
the practitioner is guided to a critical understanding and consciousness of both the
political context and psychological dynamics of the person and the collective. . . .
it is neither only the individual intrapsychic, nor only the political context that is
deemed crucial to understanding—it is the interplay between the both (Smith,
2020, p. 406).
Given US history, the impact of racial identity (as an advantage or disadvantage) and
structural racism are inherent to such an approach. This method offers the added benefit of
bridging the artificial micro/macro divide within social work practice (Bussey, Jemal, et al.,
2021). Engaging this framework might be connected to enhanced critical reflexivity, wherein

153

the supervisor and staff person assess their own positionality (the supervisor models for the
staff).
With a strong foundational relationship, supervisors have the opportunity to examine and
understand the staff’s scope of knowledge around race and racism (one piece of assessing race
consciousness). The degree of openness to discussions around race might guide what strategies
supervisors use toward psychoeducation. Another value of this step is to inform how best to
address issues of bias or racism that may present in supervisees’ practice, as well as mitigate
future harm (inadvertent or not) by supervisees.
Approaches to identifying bias. Related to this assessment, and a prerequisite to
addressing issues of bias and racism, is the identification of prejudice. Biases may come out in
expressions of countertransference, such as exaggerated emotional reactions to service users
(e.g., dismissiveness, overidentification) or in how supervisees communicate about service users
(their language choice) within case discussions, documentation, or supervision. In addition,
there may be evident patterns within supervisees’ practice that indicate a tendency toward or
away from particular presentations of service users (based on aspects of identity or difficulties
faced). Further, the supervisees may demonstrate divergent approaches to the same work based
on who the service user is (such as spending more or less time with a service user or leading with
greater or less curiosity during engagement and assessment). Additionally, staff may express
lowered expectations that otherwise logically apply to service users, which might stem from
stereotypes about, or guilt around, the service users’ positionality.
Addressing bias with supervisees. An overarching strategy for addressing bias and
racism is finding ways to bring in the humanity of all parties into the discussions. One such way
is to highlight how everyone is harmed within communities where oppression is at play (Jemal et
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al., 2019; McGhee, 2021). Providing education about race and racism through an incremental
educational approach (which could include self-learning) and tailoring the content and modality
to the staff person’s needs seeks to develop staff racial consciousness overall (not necessarily in
relation to a specific incident) (Goodyear, 2014; Sue et al., 2019). Determining pathways to
benchmarks of knowledge may provide direction for such efforts. To address specific biases,
being willing to engage in discussion of the perceived bias, even if uncomfortable initially, may
lead to fruitful engagement over time (Freire, 2000; Sue et al., 2019). Some approaches for
compelling insight include relating the observed bias to another aspect of the supervisees’
identity about which they have a deeper understanding of marginalization or privilege (Sue et al.,
2019); drawing a connection to history and historic patterns (how the past plays out in the current
day); and identifying the problematic behavior (harmful impact) as separate from the individual
as a whole (intent) (DiAngelo, 2021; Jemal et al., 2019; Smooth, 2014; Sue et al., 2019).
At the Organizational Level
The findings of this study speak to the impact of organizational context on anti-racist
practice identifying means for engaging in anti-racism both within organizations that promote
anti-racist tenets and those that resist them. Organizations with more homogenous,
predominantly white leadership and/or staff composition, those beholden to funding sources that
promote the status quo, and organizations with business approaches to social service delivery
(i.e., neoliberalism and managerialism) may be more likely to perpetuate systemic racism and
constrict anti-racism practice (Abramovitz, 2012; Antonopoulou & Dervisi, 2009; Rosenthal,
2016). In organizations with an overt anti-racist stance, there may be opportunity to discuss
disrupting racism and oppressive power structures more openly.
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The findings build upon existing scholarship by proposing there is an opportunity to
create an anti-racist supervisory sanctuary within hostile organizational spaces; suggesting the
importance of strategizing with staff in advance to mitigate bias; and, by shedding light on the
needs of supervisors who hope to engage effectively in anti-racist supervision. For example, one
way to mitigate organizational context is to create a sanctuary within supervision in which
discussions of racism, institutional harms, and other forms of structural violence are permitted.
This insular space can offer staff a refuge from the stress and challenges, be a forum for
strategizing how to make incremental change from within, and be a place for collective support
and validation. In addition, supervisors should stay attuned to and anticipate times of added
stress when staff (and supervisors) may be more inclined to react (instead of respond) and
engage stereotypes in their practice (Byrne & Tanesini, 2015; Moskowitz, 2010). To moderate
the impact of this potential harm, supervisors might bake in specific grounding or mindfulness
practices to the workflow to help staff pause before making impactful clinical decisions. Further,
addressing disparities, organizational harm, and service user experience may be integrated into
operational practices.
The permanency of white supremacy. Depending on leadership and fiscal constraints,
white supremacist features may still be present and prevalent within organizations claiming an
anti-racist stance, making the above strategies applicable. Within organizations that endorse
anti-racism (and presumably back supervisors offering supervision through an anti-racist lens),
supports for the supervisors need to be accounted for. The findings indicate that this might
include protecting time for supervision (of both the supervisors and for the supervisors with their
staff, as mentioned above); providing resources for supervisor development (because of the
ongoing nature of anti-racist practice); allocating space and time for mutual support groups for,
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or group supervision of, supervisors (which speaks to the need for community and support in
such work); and provisioning ample compensation to the supervisors for their efforts (given the
additional emotional labor this work entails, particularly for supervisors of color who are
simultaneously navigating experiences of interpersonal, institutional, and systemic racism).
Perplexing for some participants was envisioning a liberatory future in which white supremacist
culture does not dominate organizational environments and interpersonal interactions. An
example of this was the cognitive dissonance some participants described around potential
“benefits” of the white supremacist approach to work (e.g., emphasis on time, organization,
documentation). This begs the questions: if organizational structure was liberatory, would these
white supremacist elements still appear “beneficial”? What deconditioning is needed to envision
an alternative path? And how might future research better position participants to think beyond
the confines of the current status quo?
Beyond the organizational context. On the other hand, perhaps it is the social work
profession itself that constricts social justice and liberation. The process of professionalization
demarks social work practice from other helping work and is a means for maintaining control
and consolidating power. “By its nature [then], this enterprise conflicts with its social justice
mission” (Chambon et al., 1999, p. xvi). The path to liberation may require the examination of
“unquestioned” and “inherited truths” within the profession and the embracing of the creative
and artistic aspect of social work toward “alternative conceptualizations” (Chambon et al., 1999,
p. xviii; Irving, 1999).
In Social Work Education
Beyond social work supervision, the findings support existing literature that suggests
social work higher education programs should offer more robust foundational content on the
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history of race and racism in the US, and how this history intersects with other forms of
oppression in present day (Abrams & Gibson, 2007; Fisher et al., 2017; J. Harrison et al., 2016;
Tisman & Clarendon, 2018; Varghese, 2013). To receive Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE) accreditation in the US, social work programs must teach competencies regarding
diversity (through an intersectional lens) and human rights, but there is minimal guidance and
oversight on the uniformity and quality of the curriculum (Social Work Competencies Regarding
Diversity and Social Justice, n.d.). In addition, embedding racism within broader discussions of
oppression might dilute the potency of racial dynamics in the US.
Furthermore, the findings echo scholars who promote centering race within social work
education and research (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Finch et al., 2016; Hadden et al., 2016;
Masocha, 2015; Ortiz & Jani, 2010; Otuyelu et al., 2016; S. Singh, 2013; W. Tolliver &
Burghardt, 2016; W. F. Tolliver et al., 2016). The findings highlight the importance of
normalizing discussions of racial identity from the outset of social work engagement (both
within supervision and with service users). Discussions of racial identity being common
practice and expected reduces the stigma or stress around bringing them into practice or clinical
discussions. It also takes the pressure off BIPOC students to raise the issue, thus reducing the
likelihood of “emotional labor tokenism” occurring in the classroom, when the “emotional labor
of discussing and working on all matters related to racism” are placed on “token BIPOC” (Saad,
2020, p. 145). Race is at play in all interactions, but it should not be assumed that social work
students come into programs with this understanding or the contextual knowledge to understand
how and why. To engage with such content, foundational course work might integrate the
exploration of identity and how it connects with macro systemic forces through structural self-
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assessments (described above). Drawing the connection to application within social work
practice and with service users would build on this.
Additionally, the findings suggest the importance of clinical reflexivity: a thorough
understanding of self is needed to initiate and maintain the ongoing practice of unearthing blind
spots and interrogating socialization into white supremacy (via internalized dominance and/or
oppression) (Bussey, 2019; Calvert et al., 2016; Leung et al., 2011). Social work education is an
opportunity to engage students with these exercises and integrate them into practice from the
outset. Using creative and artistic approaches to these exercises in the classroom emphasizes the
expansive capacity of social work. Through creative modalities (such as applied theatre, role
play, engagement with and creation of non-academic content), challenging topics may be more
accessible and the lessons more long-lasting (Bussey, Jemal, et al., 2021; Jemal, 2021). Further,
by integrating the head, heart, and body (action), knowledge building can occur beyond the
intellectual domain—it becomes embodied—and this provides additional modalities for
expression (A. Jemal, personal communication, November 14, 2021). Finally, social work
education becomes a site in which students may learn what to expect from quality anti-racist
supervision, how to seek it out, how to advocate for their needs, and how cultivate it beyond
organizational walls, if necessary.
Beyond Practice and Education
Outside of practice and education, the findings of this study speak to the critical value of
collective and communal spaces. Isolation, marginalization, and individualistic approaches to
change are foundational to the maintenance of white supremacy (DiAngelo, 2021). To resist
white supremacy, collective and communal spaces allow connection to like-minded people,
space for exploration, inspiration, accountability, and learning that is crucial for sustenance and
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liberatory potential. Given anti-racism is an ongoing practice and counter to dominant cultural
norms, practitioners at all levels benefit from being in community with co-conspirators (EddoLodge, 2017; Kendi, 2019; Menakem, 2017) who are actively engaged in anti-racist efforts. In
community, finding ways to challenge these oppressive methods shifts the balance of power
toward liberation. With the building of collective power, each of these adjustments ripple and
build toward more transformative change within the consciousness of the profession and broader
culture (brown, 2017).
Limitations
Scholar Ahmed (2006, pp. 117, 121) critiqued anti-racism efforts as allowing people to
“feel . . . good . . . to relax and feel less threatened,” while “blocking” action that addresses the
root cause. In this sense, engaging in anti-racism could be performative, in and of itself, and not
authentically transformative. bell hooks (2015) spoke to this with reference to white shame
concerning racism—how expressing racial shame allowed white people to re-center themselves
in the conversation, and, thus, failed to disrupt the domination of whiteness (DiAngelo, 2021).
These ideas potentially relate to a challenge in gathering and synthesizing the data for this
study—how it was difficult for many participants to think of and describe actual instances of
racism and bias that they witnessed or to which they responded. An alternative explanation for
this recall difficulty is how white supremacy and racism are so deeply entrenched within US
culture that discerning or making visible specific moments becomes difficult (“it’s the air we
breathe” (Akamatsu, 2002)). In contrast, conceptualizing and offering responses to prospective
instances of racism was more accessible to the participants. It was unclear, however, how much
these responses stemmed from trainings, literature, and/or a professional understanding of ‘what
to say,’ as opposed to lived experiences.
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With regard to the study sample, it represented a narrow geographical scope, which is a
potential limitation. Given the goal of qualitative research is transferability based on the richness
of the data (as opposed to embodying a ‘representative population sample’), however, there are
potential lessons to be drawn from the findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Padgett, 2008).
Unexpected (given the preponderance of white people in social work leadership roles) and
beneficial to the study was the racial diversity of the final sample with 33% of the participants
identifying as Black/African American and 66% as white. This provided the opportunity to
explore ways that the supervisor’s racial identity impacted their perspective on and capacity to
disrupt racism within social work practice.
Also related to the racial identity of the participants, by categorizing and comparing
participants by their racial identity, this study employed a potentially limited application of
intersectionality (that of intercategorical comparison). Although common in social work
scholarship to demonstrate inequities and disparate experiences, intercategorical comparison
reinforces the concept of fixed identity categories, which aligns more with a postpositivistic
perspective. It flattens identity and fails to capture the fluidity, “hybrid identities and
multiplicity” of experience (mehrotra, 2010, p. 418).
Future Research
Based on the study findings and limitations, future research might examine if the
experiences or strategies of anti-racist supervisors differs by geographic region. Given this study
only sampled participants from a large metropolitan region in the Northeast, it is not clear how
much the findings are reflective of regional influence. Additional studies may also home in on
supervisors within a particular type of organization to see if the strategies are organizationally
dependent or agnostic. Such clustering might include organizations that overtly purport anti-
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racism tenets or organizations with a unique service provision (e.g., community-based mental
health, housing support, host settings—education, medical, legal). In addition, future research
might look at the impact of anti-racist supervision by comparing the practice of supervisees
under an anti-racist supervisor with those under a supervisor who does not overtly identify as
anti-racist (A. Jemal, personal communication, November 14, 2021).
Another possibility for future research would be to dive deeper into supervisory
experiences by racial identity using an intragroup intersectional approach—for example, to better
understand the unique, layered experiences of supervisors of color mitigating racism while
engaging in anti-racist practice or to further excavate the range of processes white supervisors
who are interrogating their own racism go through while compelling staff to do the same with
their biases. An intragroup intersectional approach would make space for capturing the “lived
experiences, multiple identities, and standpoints of people,” which would interrogate
“essentialized social categories” and acknowledge “the political necessity of such identity-based
groups” (mehrotra, 2010, p. 423). Implicit in this approach is examining how other aspects of
supervisors’ identities complicate their engagement in anti-racist supervision (such as gender
identity, sexual orientation, age, ability, nationality, or religious affiliation). Related to this, one
could explore how the racial identity of the supervisor interacts with the racial identity of the
supervisee and impacts anti-racist supervision and/or practice (e.g., are there identity
combinations in which supervisors feel more inhibited or emboldened) (A. Jemal, personal
communication, November 14, 2021).
Finally, additional research might engage participants using a critical participatory action
research (CPAR) approach (Jemal, 2021; Torre, 2013; Torre et al., 2017). CPAR is premised on
the assumption that the individuals most involved in or affected by that which is being studied
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are the experts (as opposed to outside researchers). It inverts the traditional research paradigm
by placing participants as co-researchers who build out and guide the research design and
implementation. This would build upon the findings of this study by creating the opportunity for
participants to define what the most useful outcome or product of the research might be and
facilitating the participants’ development of the product’s creation (e.g., a toolkit for anti-racist
supervisors, practice manual, training curriculum, group formation etc.).
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APPENDIX A
Participant Recruitment Email Script
My name is Sarah Bussey and I am a doctoral candidate in the PhD Program in Social
Welfare through the CUNY Graduate Center. I am conducting research exploring
strategies anti-racist social work supervisors use to address racism within the practice of
their supervisees. This will help inform research on interrupting racism in social work
practice. I am reaching out to find individuals interesting in participating in this research.
It would involve engaging in 2 interviews with me. Participation is completely
voluntary, and your answers will be kept confidential. If you agree to participate, your
total time commitment would be approximately two-four hours. Please let me know if
you are interested or pass this along to colleagues who may be interested. If you have
any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at [sbussey@gradcenter.cuny.edu].
Respectfully,
Sarah Bussey, LCSW
PhD Candidate/Graduate Assistant
Ph.D. Program in Social Welfare
The Graduate School & University Center, CUNY
Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College
2180 Third Avenue, 6th Floor
New York, New York 10035
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APPENDIX B
Eligibility Screening Script
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Hunter College
Department of Social Welfare
ELIGIBILITY SCREENING SCRIPT
Title of Research Study:
Practice

Strategies Supervisors Use to Disrupt Racism in Social Work

Principal Investigator:

Sarah Bussey, MSW/LCSW
Doctoral Candidate

Thank you for your interest in our research. The purpose of this research study is to unearth
strategies employed by anti-racist social work supervisors to disrupt racism within social work
practice, with the hope that through such an examination a deeper understanding of how to do so
emerges. I would like to ask you a few questions to determine whether you are eligible to
participate in this research.
The screening will take about 15 minutes. I will ask you some questions about your experience as
a social work supervisor. You do not have to answer any questions you do not wish to answer or
are uncomfortable answering, and you may stop at any time. Your participation in the screening is
voluntary.
We will make our best efforts to keep your answers confidential. No one except for the research
team will have access to your answers. If you do not qualify for the study, your answers will be
destroyed. If you qualify for the research, decide to participate, and sign the research informed
consent form, your answers will be anonymized and added to the transcription of your interviews
and/or interview notes (should you decide not to be recorded).
Would you like to continue with the screening?
Instruction: If yes, continue with the screening. If no, thank the person and hang-up.
Eligibility screening questions:
• Are you currently, or were you formerly, a social work supervisor for two or more years?
o If yes, did you supervise direct social work staff?
▪ (If individual supervised managers) Was the focus of your supervision of
managers clinical practice?
• Do you self-identify as being an anti-racist practitioner and supervisor?
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Thank you for answering the screening questions.
Instruction:
Based on your answers, you have been found:
• eligible for this study because you answered “yes” to all of the screening questions.
• ineligible for this study because you answered “no” to [insert question(s) to which
participant answered “no”] and meeting this criterion is the participation requirement.
Do you have any questions about the screening or the research? I am going to give you a couple
of telephone numbers to call if you have any questions later. Do you have a pen? If you have
questions about the research screening, you may:
Email or call the principal investigator:
Sarah Bussey, MSW/LCSW
sbussey@gradcenter.cuny.edu
(914)525-4224
Email the faculty advisor:
Vicki Lens, MSW/JD/PhD
vicki.lens@hunter.cuny.edu
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or if you wish to voice any
problems or concerns to someone other than the researchers, please call CUNY Research
Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918 or email hrpp@cuny.edu.
Thank you again for your willingness to answer our questions.
For eligible participants: Please let me know when would be a good date, time, and location for
us to meet to review the research informed consent form and, if you decide to participate and sign
the consent form, complete the initial interview.
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APPENDIX C
Participant Interview Guide
Introduction:
Thank you for agreeing to talk with me. Before we begin, let me explain a little bit about my
research. I am a doctoral candidate in the Social Welfare Program at the CUNY Graduate Center
and this is academic research. What you tell me is confidential. I will use what I learn for
scholarly writing, but your name and identity will never appear in any publications. My purpose
is to gain a greater understanding of the supervisory strategies employed to interrupt racism
within social work practice.
Give participant consent form (forthcoming), review, and obtain signature.
Do you have any questions? May I proceed?
Interview Questions:
•

Before we get started, for purposes of demographics:
o How do you identify racially and/or ethnically?
o What is your gender identity?
o How would you describe at what point in your career you are?
o What type of agency are you affiliated with for your social supervision?
▪ Whom do your supervisees serve in their practice?
o What is the structure of supervision in your agency/organization?
▪ Probe for frequency, duration, support for

•

How do you define anti-racism?
o What does it mean to you to identify as an anti-racist?

•

What led you to work from an anti-racism framework?

•

Would you share in what ways you see racism or racial bias present within social work
practice?
o Probe for type of practice of participant
[Listen for levels of racism: interpersonal, cultural, institutional]

•

Have you been trained in anti-racism practice, attended workshops?
o What tools, training etc. aided in the development of your approach?
o What experiences aided in the development of your approach?

•

Did you or do you receive supervision that supports your anti-racist supervision?
o Probe for strategies the participant’s supervisor used/uses.

•

Please describe any experiences that were related to race/racism and transformational in
your practice.
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•

How do you identify instances of racism or racial bias?

•

Please describe strategies you use to interrupt racism in the practice of your supervisees.
o Probe for type of practice of supervisees
o Listen for:
▪ Steps taken in the process
▪ What caused the participant to intervene (causal conditions)
▪ Strategies that were employed (strategies)
▪ What was the impact (consequences)

•

Were there instances in which you observed racism or racial bias but didn’t do anything?
Why?

•

What do you see as the impact of organizational context on your ability to engage in antiracism supervision?

•

Please tell me about an experience in which you felt effective addressing racism in social
work practice.

•

Please tell me about an experience in which you felt ineffective in addressing racism in
social work practice.

•

What advice would you give a new social work supervisor on how to help their
supervisees move towards anti-racist practice?

•

(For 2021 follow up interviews only) What impact, if any, did the pandemic and racial
uprisings have on your ability to engage in/experience of anti-racism supervision?
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APPENDIX D
Snowball Sampling Flier
Qualitative Research Study—Prospective Participant Information
My name is Sarah Bussey and I am a doctoral candidate in the PhD Program in Social Welfare
through the CUNY Graduate Center. I am conducting research exploring the strategies social
work supervisors use to address racism in social work practice. This will help inform research
around interrupting racism in social work practice. I am seeking additional participants for the
study.
Participation is completely voluntary and your answers will be kept confidential. If you agree to
participate, your total time commitment would be approximately two-four hours.
Please let me know if you are interested. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to
contact me at [sbussey@gradcenter.cuny.edu].
Sincerely,
Sarah Bussey, LCSW
PhD Candidate
PhD Program in Social Welfare
The Graduate School & University Center, CUNY
Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College
2180 Third Avenue, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10035
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APPENDIX E
Consent Form
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
Hunter College
Department of Social Welfare
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
Title of Research Study:
Practice

Strategies Supervisors Use to Disrupt Racism in Social Work

Principal Investigator:

Sarah Bussey, MSW/LCSW
Doctoral Candidate

Faculty Advisor:

Vicki Lens, MSW/JD/PhD
Professor
Silberman School of Social Work
Social Work

You are being asked to participate in a research study because of your experience as a social work
supervisor for two or more years supervising social work staff (or managers for whom your
supervision was about their oversight of clinical practice) and you actively challenge racism in
your social work supervision, as demonstrated through your self-identification as an anti-racist
practitioner and supervisor.
Purpose:
The purpose of this research study is to unearth strategies employed by anti-racist social work
supervisors to disrupt racism within social work practice, with the hope that through such an
examination a deeper understanding of how to do so emerges.
Key Information:
• Consent is being sought for research and participation is voluntary;
•

The purpose of this research is to gather and begin to understand strategies that social work
supervisors use to interrupt or address racism within social work practice. The expected
duration of your participation is 6 months. If you agree to participate in this study, you
will be asked to complete 2 semi-structured interviews (described in more detail in the
“Procedures” section below). Each interview is anticipated to last 1-2 hours.

•

There is no anticipated risk or discomfort affiliated with participation in the semi-structured
interviews, outside of what is experienced in everyday life. As in most research, there is
always the risk for a breach in confidentiality, which may pose a risk to protecting your
identity.
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•

The benefit of participation includes: the opportunity to share any personal history and
information about what brought you into anti-racist work, and strategies you employ to
disrupt racism in social work practice. This helps build a foundation of knowledge in this
area in social work/social science literature. Participation also affords you the opportunity
to give feedback on the principal investigator’s theoretical formulations stemming from the
information you provide. More broadly, by participating you are engaging in research that
adds to the knowledge base of how to provide effective, anti-racist social work supervision.

Procedures:
If you volunteer to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the following:
•

Participate in 2 semi-structured interviews, on agreed upon dates/times that work with your
schedule, in a location of your preference.
o In the first interview we will cover the content outlined below:
▪ You will be asked questions about: what led you to engage in anti-racist and
anti-oppressive work; how you see racism appearing within social work
practice; and strategies or approaches you use to disrupt/interrupt racism
within social work practice.
• You are not required to answer the questions. You may pass on any
question that makes you feel uncomfortable. At any time, you may
notify the researcher that you would like to stop the interview and
withdraw from participation in the study with no consequences
whatsoever. In the event you choose to withdraw from the study all
information you provide (including recordings) will be destroyed
and omitted from any written research.
o A second interview would be subsequently scheduled (likely 3-6 months from now,
also on an agreed upon date/time that works with your schedule, in a location of
your preference) to supplement and build upon the content of the first interview, as
well as give feedback on the principal investigator’s interpretations of the
information you provided in the first interview.

Audio Recording:
• To ensure the accuracy of our findings, the semi-structured interviews will be audio
recorded for later transcription and review by the principal investigator. [Please note that
this study’s faculty advisor will also have access to this content]. You can still participate
in this study if you do not consent to audio recording/video recording.
•

You have the right to review, edit or delete your recordings by contacting the principal
investigator (contact information on page 4 of this form) and requesting to do so.

Time Commitment:
Your participation in this research study is expected to last for 6 months. It is anticipated that each
of the two interviews will last for 1-2 hours for a total of up to approximately 4 hours.
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Potential Risks or Discomforts:
• There is no anticipated risk or discomfort affiliated with participation in the semi-structured
interviews, outside of what is experienced in everyday life.
•

As in most research, there is always the risk for a breach in confidentiality, which may pose
a risk to protecting your identity.

Potential Benefits:
• Opportunity to share any personal history and information about what brought you into
anti-racist work, and strategies you employ to disrupt racism in social work practice. This
helps build a foundation of knowledge in this area in social work/social science literature.
•

Opportunity to give feedback on the principal investigator’s theoretical formulations
stemming from the information you provide.

•

Participate in research that adds to the knowledge base of how to provide effective, antiracist social work supervision.

Payment for Participation:
You will not receive any payment for participating in this research study.
New Information:
You will be notified about any new information regarding this study that may affect your
willingness to participate in a timely manner.
Confidentiality:
We will make our best efforts to maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected during
this research study, and that can identify you. We will disclose this information only with your
permission or as required by law.
We will protect your confidentiality in the following ways: first, by not including any direct
identifiers on the semi-structured interview recordings; second, interview content will be
transcribed by the PI and anonymised (removing any indirect identifiers from the transcripts) and
stored electronically in password protected/encrypted formats identifying you by a number, not
name; third, insights gathered by you and other participants will be used in writing qualitative
scholarly literature—though direct quotes from you may be used, your name and other identifying
information will be kept confidential, and in compiling the report any indirect identifying
information will be excluded/changed to minimize the likelihood that your identity would be
revealed; fourth, all written contact with you will be completed using the PI's Graduate Center
email, and upon agreement to meet, all emails will be deleted; fifth, completed consent forms will
be retained in the locked office of the PI's faculty advisor for this project; sixth, semi-structured
interviews will occur in locations of your preference, but ideally with sufficient privacy to maintain
your confidentiality (with the option to utilize a private meeting space at a CUNY facility);
seventh, recording will be completed using recording software on the PI's computer (secured with
McAfee Endpoint Protection for Mac); and, last, the data collected will be limited to this use.
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All data for this research (including notes, recordings, transcripts, etc.) will be erased upon
completion of transcription process. Additional data--transcriptions, memos, and scanned
documents--will remain at CUNY for a minimum of three years after study completion and be
erased at that time.
The research team, authorized CUNY staff and government agencies that oversee this type of
research may have access to research data and records in order to monitor the research. Research
records provided to authorized, non-CUNY individuals will not contain identifiable information
about you. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not identify you by
name.
The data collected for this study will not be stored or distributed for future research studies.
Participants’ Rights:
•

Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you decide not to
participate, there will be no penalty to you, and you will not lose any benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled.

•

You can decide to withdraw your consent and stop participating in the research at any time,
without any penalty.

Questions, Comments or Concerns:
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk with the principal
investigator:
Sarah Bussey, MSW/LCSW
sbussey@gradcenter.cuny.edu
Vicki Lens, MSW/JD/PhD
vicki.lens@hunter.cuny.edu
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or
concerns that you would like to discuss with someone other than the researchers, please call the
CUNY Research Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918 or email HRPP@cuny.edu.
Alternately, you can write to:
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator
205 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10017
Signature of Participant:
If you agree to audio recording, please indicate this below.
_________ I agree to be audio recorded
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_________ I do NOT agree to be audio recorded
_________ I agree to be contacted in the future
_________ I do NOT agree to be contacted in the future
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign and date below. You will be given a
copy of this consent form to keep.

_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Participant

_____________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
Date

Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent

_____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Individual Obtaining Consent

_____________________________________________________
Signature of Individual Obtaining Consent
Date
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